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UNIVERSITY OF IOWA ARCHIVES
Modern art flourishes in this 1952 University of Iowa sculpture class. In this 
Palimpsest, art historian Evan H. Firestone examines how modern art estab­
lished footholds in Iowa—through state fair competitions, museum and private 
collections, and art education programs. Future issues will continue to look 
historically at art in Iowa, in celebration of the Iow a Arts Council’s twenty-fifth 
anniversary in 1992.
The Meaning of the
In early times a palimpsest (pal 7imp/sest) was a parch­
ment or other material from which one or more writings 
had been erased to give room for later records. But the 
erasures were not always complete, and so it became the 
fascinating task of scholars not only to translate the later 
records but also to reconstruct the original writings by 
deciphering the dim fragments of letters partly erased 
and partly covered by subsequent texts.
The history of Iowa may he likened to a palimpsest 
which holds the record of successive generations. To 
decipher these records of the past, reconstruct them, and 
tell the stories w hich thev contain is the task of those who 
write history.
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The Kelsey letters 114
Dean of art:
C. A. Cumming 148
COVER: This 1903 Cadillac 
runabout evolved from a 
banker’s car to a transporter of 
kids to the swimming hole. 
Beginning on the next page, 
curator William Johnson shares 
with us the story behind “The 
Swellest Car Built.’ The Cadil­
lac, part of the State Historical 
Society collections, is currently 
being studied and cared for in 
museum storage. It was pho­
tographed for this issue by 
Chuck Greiner.
PALIMPSEST
IOWA’S POPULAR HISTORY MAGAZINE
Ginalie Swaim, Editor
VOLUME 72, NUMBER 3 FALL 1991
106 The Swellest Car Built : A 1903 Cadillac
by William M. Johnson
The 1903 Cadillac—“a machine for all roads and 
all seasons’ and moderately priced at only $875.
114 Tn good Iowa style :
The Kelsey Letters, 1848 to 1882
edited by Susan Kuecker
A remarkable series of family letters from Linn 
County shows us Iowa during its growing-up years.
148 Incursions of Modern Art
in the Regionalist Heartland
by Evan R. Firestone
Artistic tensions: Charles Atherton Cumming, 
American Scenists, and modernists. Factionalism 
in Iowa art circles of the 1930s typified national 
controversies.
Plan ahead with a gift from the past.
As the holidays approach, share your fascination 
with Iowa history through gift subscriptions to 
the Palimpsest, Iowa’s popular history magazine 
since 1920.
Order gilt subscriptions for friends and family 
today in the enclosed envelope. One-year 
subscription: $15. Orders must be received by 
December 11 to guarantee fulfillment by 
December 25. A special card will announce vour 
gift.
In the next issue—how the Victorians in Iowa 
celebrated the holiday season.
t
BOTH PHOTOS BY CHUCK GREINER
The
It's hard to  believe it's  a 
Cadillac! This 1903 runabout, 
in the co llections o f the State 
H istorical Society o f Iowa, 
continues to  be a focus o f 
cura tor W illiam  Johnson's 
research and reflection.
A 1903 Cadillac
by W illiam  M. Johnson
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DES MOINES IN 1903, W. J. 
Riddell was advertising his busi­
ness as the Largest Automobile 
Dealer in the West” when a 1903 
maroon Cadillac appeared in his salesroom. It 
was a 6.5 horsepower, single-cylinder 
runabout, with detachable tonneau (an addi­
tional seating compartment with a rear 
entrance). Its simple construction, ability to 
climb hills, and speeds nearing thirty miles per 
hour encouraged Riddell to advertise the Cad­
illac as the swellest Car built for the moder­
ate price of $875.00.
Cadillac Automobile Co. was still onlv a year 
old, having been founded in 1902 by Henry 
Leland and Robert Faulconer of Detroit. Their 
first car appeared in January 1903 at Madison 
Square Garden to a favorable response, and 
production began soon thereafter. The Cadil­
lac’s reputation was enhanced by its inter­
changeable parts and planetary transmission, 
described in Scientific Americari. By the sum­
mer of 1903 Cadillacs had found their way into 
salesrooms across Iowa.
Shortly after its arrival in Riddell s Des 
Moines showroom in 1903, the maroon Cadil­
lac had a buyer. Tradition holds that the first 
owner was a Des Moines banker. (The actual 
owner has not been traced. Vehicle registra­
tion did not begin until the following year, and 
then only by generic descriptions such as 
runabout, buckboard, touring car, and so on.)
In 1906 the owner was driving the Cadillac to 
Lamoni when he hit a rock, which burst the 
low-slung radiator. The disgruntled owner was 
unwilling to wait for repairs and preferred to 
dispose of the machine. Lamoni restaurateur
Above: The metal step up to the driver s seat bears the 
name CADILLAC. Below: Des Moines Register and Leader 
ad, August 20, 1903. Riddell also sold "sparking plugs, 
Coils, Batteries, Tires, Goggles, Gloves, Horns, Bells.”
AUTOMOBILE RXMB1T
I wlrh you to come to my »tore today and see, examine cooatrnetion. I>et ua take you for a demonitratlon orer 
city and country roads. In a R A M B L E R  $650 00 or $750 00 Gaaolloe Car. A W A V E R L K Y  Kleotric Kua- 
about, $750 00 and $850 00. TOLEDO Strain Runabout, heaviest built, mere Horae Power, best hill climber made, 
$775.00; regular price $900.00. CADILLAC Gasoline Tourlog Car with detachable team an—the sw ellest Car 
built $875.00. The seoond carload arrived August 20. Place your order sow, TOLEDO Om  II IJone Power 
Tourlog Cat. The French Type of Car.
(  o m e  to u* for u l U h l r  Automobi le*.  W e  will  not  *ell \ ou n poor car .  W o  lutx t* o u r  pick of A m e r i c a n  bu i l t  ca r*  to 
ham11c And s h m f  line* ombod v  » Impl l r i t y  in C on  »true t i o n . Rel iabi l i ty ,  D u r a b i l i t y ;  H i n t *  w h a t  you  .should h d v r  A 
f o o d  tnat iy r«*«| t  *• I«>r Au tm oh t i r*  a r c ' c c n  uj*on o u r  \V# 11 the i r  ow n e r *  hnvf* *c!e< tod t h e m  on a« * n t in i  nf t he i r
TUo\  H I #  Hjitlpfled o t  nrp* W h \ not r . m e  In ai d let  u* »ell yuu  u R A M B L E R .  C A D I L L A C .  TO-  
L B O O . W A V E R L E Y .  W * «*trr\ «pHikhig plug»# < ‘oil* IHH* i i rs Ti r e s  <'»«»gglo*. <*lovc\*. I l orn*  Hell* etc.  K v « f> thliiff for  
au t omoh l l i M*  A f* w second h an d  a u t o mo b i l e s  for hh  1« The  l a r ge s t  de a l e r s  in A u t o mo b i l e s  In t he  e n t i r e  wes t . *






Joseph T. Silver offered his primitive, two- 
cylinder Orient Motor Buckboard and a few 
dollars in trade for the Cadillac, and a deal was 
made.
As the new owner, Silver made the appropri­
ate repairs and began to use the vehicle for 
business and family outings. Ralph Silver, 
Joseph s son, remembers driving the car to 
pick up Sunday newspapers at the rail stop at 
Bethany Junction, three miles away. Normally 
the Cadillac shortened the trip, except when 
the road had turned to mud and driving 
became an exercise in pushing.
The Cadillac also transported the Silver fam­
ily to picnics and fishing spots. Ralph Silver 
recalled a thirteen-mile trip to Missouri that 
took four hours: “Three families decided to go 
to Eagleville for a Sunday dinner. Arrange­
ments were made and we all got our goggles, 
dusters and scarfs and started out about nine 
o’clock. Our first encounter was a farm wagon 
about three miles south. The farmer raised his 
arm which was the signal for us to pull to the 
side of the road and shut off the engine while he 
got past. The next one we met had us stop while 
he opened a gate and drove into the field. The 
next one was a young man and his girl. He got 
the horse and buggy tied to the fence and
motioned us to proceed but the horse reared 
up and I heard afterwards the man got a broken 
nose. . . . On the way home we had gotten 
about [four] miles from home when we had 
trouble. We were almost up the McNelly hill 
when the engine stopped on our car. It was
nearlv dark by this time and I remember Allie
✓  ✓
Smith running up the hill waving her hand­
kerchief and saying not to back down because 
[their car] was stalled in the middle of the road.
. . . My father cut back into the steep bank and 
the car proceeded to dump all of us in the road. 
No one [was] hurt however. We arrived home 
about ten o’clock and thought we had had quite 
a day.’
About 1906 Lamoni could boast of only a few 
automobiles—including a single-cylinder 
Oldsmobile, a two-cylinder Buick, and the Sil­
vers’ Cadillac. Dubbed the Lamoni Auto Club 
by the local paper, the owners were justifiably 
proud of their machines. When Cadillac 
offered an appearance upgrade about 1907, 
Joseph Silver could not resist. He ordered the 
fifty-dollar modification. The change was sub­
stantial. Raising the radiator above the lower 
frame and adding a hood gave the appearance 
of newer models. (Although the modification 
made the automobile look less like the smooth-
The Silvers’ reconditioned Cadillac in 1921 has “licence applied for” painted on the hood. (Apparently the auto 














“Old Calamity’ probably looked like this in 1903. Note the low-slung radiator and its exposed coils, the sloping hood, and 
the rear tonneau. This 1903 Cadillac runabout is owned by Donald C. Burnham of Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania.
front buggy types and more like Model Ts, it 
didn’t help the car s performance.)
Despite upgrades, age slowly began to take 
its toll on the car. Eventually the fenders and 
lights were gone, and the detachable tonneau 
stayed detached (replaced by the wooden tail­
board). Green paint covered all remnants of 
the original maroon color. Nevertheless, the 
Cadillac s role in the family was endeared by 
the name “Old Calamity/’ and its usefulness 
was insured as it continued to transport the 
Silver children to the local swimming hole. 
World War I found the car resting in the back­
yard awaiting Ralph, who was in the service. 
On his return “Old Calamity was tuned up for 
the 1920 Armistice Day parade.
By the 1920s, however, the car had lost its 
importance to the family. Joseph Silver traded 
it to David Kruidenier of Des Moines for a 1919 
seven-passenger Cadillac phaeton with a jump 
seat in the rear.
The travels of “the swellest Car built came 
to an end in 1939 when Kruidenier donated the 
machine to the State Historical Department 
museum (now the State Historical Society of 
Iowa). For forty-five years in the old museum,
“Old Calamity” remained on exhibit, 
unchanged except by the additions of dust, 
chewing gum, and the slow oxidation of its 
paint. Today the 1903 Cadillac is being studied 
and cared for in climate-controlled storage in 
the new State Historical Building in Des 
Moines. The Cadillac will again be brought out 
for the public as new exhibits are planned. Our 
museum exhibits focus on specific time periods
or issues in Iowa history. Each exhibit is
✓
designed to tell a story to the public, and each 
artifact selected helps illustrate that story. 
Automobiles restored to their original form
and beauty show us how they may have looked
* *  *
brand new. But this Cadillac reveals something 
equally interesting about the past: that people 
alter their possessions because of needs and 
desires, and that those needs and desires often 
reflect social and technological change. We 
witness a vivid example of change—directed 
by style, use, and age—when we consider the 
evolution of a 1903 Cadillac from the swellest 
Car built” to “Old Calamity.”














Left: The 1903 Cadillac Model A runabout 
was a primitive automobile mechanically 
but sported elegant details such as the 
tufted leather upholstery and brass lamp 
and horn on this restored model, owned by 
Donald C. Burnham of Pittsburgh, Pennsyl­
vania. Cadillac did not become a luxury-car 
manufacturer until decades after produc­




Right: Ralph Silver remembers that when he was thir­
teen he offered a cousin a ride in the Cadillac: “She said, 
You don’t know how to drive a car.’ I said I had watched 
how they put the brass key in the hole under the seat, set 
the spark lever at the back and turn the crank. She got in, 
I got it started and drove two blocks north, west two 
blocks and back to the café without any trouble. There 
was quite a crowd there to see if I would come back 
safely.’ As Ralph must have known—or learned that 
day—the lever on the steering wheel is the throttle, the 
left foot pedal is for forward, and the right for backward. 
The crank is left of the round step. The hand brake is 
beside the seat.
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Above: The water-cooled engine is chain driven. With 
the gravity-fed engine in the back, and the gas tank 
under the seat, going downhill could pose problems.
CARS & PARTS MAGAZINE
Above: The rear-entrance tonneau seated two. Detach­
able at four bolts, it was replaced by a wooden tailboard.
Right: In 1904 license plates were small aluminum discs 
tacked to the hack of the auto. On this disc, 3772 is both 
the license number and the number of registered cars in 
Iowa to date. In 1906 larger, leather rectangles were 
required. Auto owners used aluminum house address 
numbers tacked on the leather plate to indicate assigned 




Pro A ih iti ve
The Cadillac Automobile will go up any grade of any well-traveled 
road, without balk—most-time without change of gear. The 
Cadillac does more than overcome grades—it is a machine for all 
roads and all seasons. Mr. I. L. Atwood, an auto novice, drove a 
Cadillac containing three passengers from New York ^
to Waterbury, Conn., 93 miles, at an average __
speed of i 3 miles an hour without gg&
a stop. This is a 'i§ | fSR
typical 111111» m
kets  to  b u rn  o r  blow o u t  • new 
vice endorsed by all  gas-engine exper ts  ; 
w a te r  jacket  as us< d in la test Frein h ma< h iues  
,\ to 30 miles an  hou r  ; only  tw o  places to o il—ag a in s t  
o th e rs ;  in te rchangeab le  bronze bearings  ; m echanically  opei 
IQ04, with the Detachable Tonneau  sea t in g  four fa c in g  fo r w a r d  ^ 
m, the  sm ar te s t  of R unabouts .  $750. O ur free i l lus tra ted  book I 
o f  agency neares t  you where the Cadillac m ay be seen and trie
CADILLAC AUTO M OBILE CO ., D e t r o i t ,  M ic h




Specifications, 1903 Cadillac Runabout
Production: July 1903, #1318
Color: Maroon. (Known modification: Green, 
hand-painted)
Weight: 1370-1450 pounds
Engine: 6.5 Up., one-cylinder, 98.2 cubic inch
Transmission: Planetary, 2 forward, 1 reverse, 
34-sprocket chain drive
Seating: 2, 4 with detachable tonneau. (Known 
modification: Tonneau removed)
Lights: Kerosene or acetylene lamps. (Known 
modification: 3 Ford Company kerosene lamps 
added after 1914)
Steering: Rack and pinion
Wheels: Wood, 22-inch, 12-spoke Hartford 
tires, single-tube. (Known modification: 
Goodyear single-tube)
Above: Street scene from Lamoni, showing Silvers 1903 
Cadillac parked in front of their café.
Wheelbase: 71 inches 
Length: 108 inches
Body: Wooden, by Wilson, curved dash, low 
radiator, leather seats, fenders. (Known 
modification: Squared hood and dash, no 
fenders, raised radiator)
Speed/MPG: 30 MPH/25 MPG
NOTE ON SOURCES
References for this article include Maurice D. Henry, 
Cadillac: Standard of the World, 2nd ed. (1977); the 
Cadillac Roadside Service of the Cadillac Company in 
Detroit; Floyd Claymer, Those Wonderful Old Auto­
mobiles (1953); Cadillac Planetary Gear Transmission,’ 
Scientific American (Jan. 30, 1904); “The Cadillac Gas­
oline Runabout, Scientific American (April 11, 1903); 
James Homans, Self j)roj)clled Vehicles, 0th ed. (1907); 
Beverly Rae Kimes and Henry Austin Clark. Jr., Stand­
ard Catalogue of American Cars, 1805-1945 (1945); and 
interviews with Ansel Sackett of the Le Sal Club of 
Detroit, Ralph Silver and Jacqueline Silver Flowers of 
Lamoni, ancf David Kruidenier of Des Moines. Also see 
Boh Stevens, 1903 Cadillac Model A Runabout: A New 
Marque Debuts,’ Cars 6- Parts (Sept. 1985), in which 
more photos of a restored Cadillac appear.
Opposite: The 1903 Cadillac was advertised as a strong 
hill-climber. Nevertheless, steep inclines challenged 
“Old Calamity as it aged. Ralph Silver recalled how he 
adapted the auto: “We used to have trouble on a hill and 
sometimes the brakes would fail so I concocted a spud 
(made of a wagonwheel spoke with a metal spike in the 
end). Let down, it stuck in the ground and kept the car 
from rolling on a bill. It fastened to the box axle and was 
operated from the seat with a sash cord. Below: Des 
Moines Register ad.
T H E  C A D IL L A C
S «
$ 8 7 5 . 0 0
W i t h  D e t a c  h *  
A b i«  T o n e a u .......
R a m b l e r s ,  $ 6 5 0  a n d  $ 7 5 0
The H ill-c lim bing, Strong. Dependable Car.
q r 1 « 1  < 4  Gasoline Touring Car'fcnd Ste jm  Autos A French 
*  constructed type ot car. See its engine.
W a v e r l y  R u n a b o u t s  a n d  C K e ls ia  Model? 
The Acknowledged Standard. Made in the U. S.
O r t r  F ly «  C tr lo » d «  o4 tb s  i h o v f  m m w  ca r«  1« • ( *ck  to  M b d  f r o « .  W n  t  
y o u  c o n n  la  to m o r r o w  a t d  a l t o «  s t  to  a b o w  v o t t h s k  ( « a t m c t b i  a W  f lv #  
y qhj c a ta lo g s  t I c a r r y  la  s to c k  A « t o «  0*41« T iro « . LA m p s .  P I m g s ,  B « t t t r y  
u d  O b v a i  P v c r y t b t a i  fo r  A a t t m s b O s  t s e .  ¿ t P  1 5 .
STATE AOPNT 
Repaire
W. J. R I D D E L L
ElOnrt l  A*»D LOCUST 3 I REET3.
S a les  S to ra g e
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Kelsey Letters, 184
edited by Susan Kuecker
Fascinating details of life in Iowa, 1848-1882, are 
revealed in the following series ol letters written by the 
Kelsey family, who settled near Cedar Rapids, Iowa. 
These excerpts are taken from the complete collection of 
letters, archived in the Linn Countv Historical Museum.
The complete collection provides particularly rich 
material on early farming, foods, and religion. Roughly 
two-thirds of the collection appears here. Some material 
has been omitted, including most references to Rogers 
and Kelsey relatives in New York, some lengthy religious 
references, frequent crop reports, responses to previous
letters, and some detailed accounts of financial matters.
Spelling and grammar largely have been left intact. 
For ease of reading and in the interests of space, commas 
and periods replace the dashes that frequently appeared 
in Harriet Jane Kelsey’s earlier letters. The beginnings 
of sentences have been uniformly capitalized. Each let­
ter s origin and date have been combined in one ital-
eommentaries precede and intersperse the letters to 
provide historical context and background.
— The Editor
IN THE FALL OF 1848, John Kelsey, a twenty-nine-year-old carpenter from Niagara County, New York, headed west to buy land. He had with him several land warrants for 160 acres each. In 1847, Congress 
had provided these land warrants for qualified 
veterans of the Mexican-American War. Vet­
erans could sell their warrants to others, and 
John had obtained several. Over one-third of
Iowa s thirtv-six million acres were claimed
*
this way. John Kelsey was doing what many 
others did.
During his search for land, John wrote his 
family in New York. Eight of his letters appear 
here. As he indicated, in timber-scarce Iowa, 
early settlers valued wooded land over prairie. 
Large amounts of wood were needed for fenc­
ing, building, and fuel. He urged his relatives 
to buy land in Iowa before the choicest parcels 
were gone and prepared them for the high cost 
of starting a farm.
People on the frontier longed for news of 
friends and relatives. Although these feelings 
have generally been attributed to women,
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John s letters demonstrate that men also felt
the same wav. Nevertheless, his letters are
*
often laced with a humorous mocking of formal 
writing styles.
John Kelsev bought land near Cedar Rapids, 
th en thirty or fortv, mostlv one-story 
unpainted houses,’ according to one settler s 
account. The boarding house he operated was 
the first in Cedar Rapids, Coffman Hotel. 
Despite his confident predictions, it was 
another ten vears before the railroad reached 
Cedar Rapids, and over seventy years before 
Cedar Rapids became the county seat.
Madison, Wisconsin, Sept 12, 1848 
Dear Brother
Agreeable to promise I now take my pen to 
Write you a few lines. 1 am Enjoying good 
health Except a little mad on the account of 
delays on the road here. 1 have been two days 
coming from Milwaukee to this place a distance 
of 80 miles which is verv slow I think.
. . .  1 am on my road to Du buke Iowa State 
where I intend to purchase as I can get my pick 
of 30 Soldiers Rights which is 160 Ac Each for 
$130.00 and I think if I cannot find a location in 
all that it must be a poor sight. . . . From your 
Brother, John
Cedar Rapids, Feb. 16#, 1849 
Dear Parents Brothers & Sisters
and all to whome those presence may 
concern
I J .H. Kelsey of the Town of Cedar Rapids 
County of Marion State of Iowa of the first part 
to the above named individuals of the seccond 
part doth Send greetings and sayth that I of the 
first part am enjoying good firstrate and ever to 
be thankful for the enjoyment of Life Health 
Liberty and the freedom of Speech and the 
Press and hope that the above named Parties of 
the first part are enjoying the Same blessing. 
You seem according to your letter to be under a 
great mistake concerning that Land. You think 
part is across the River and would not be conve­
nient to get at and therefore came to the con­
clusion that it is best not to buy it. But it is all on 
one side of the River and is highly necessary in 
order to Make a good Farm to have it and it can 
be sold any time for as much again as we have to
give for it. I have drawn a map of the Farm as 
near as I can with a discription of the Same and 
by buying the Fraction of 65 acres we can keep 
the 30 odd and nothing will be said about it as it 
is so small it will be overlooked by a person
‘‘Their is not Timber enough 
on the Farm to support i t . . . 
and I am so much afraid that 
some one Els will Enter it 
away from us that I hardly 
Know what to do some times. ”
looking on the map. I think by measurement in 
the 65 acre lot their are 75 acres or more as the
Fractions are always under rated in the Gen-
✓
eral survey as they want to make the Rivers as 
large as possible . . .  it is highly necessary it 
should be added to the present Farm and their 
is not Timber enough on the Farm to support it 
if we intend to make it a Homestead and I am so 
much afraid that some one Els will Enter it 
away from us that I hardly Know what to do 
some times. If we do not get the Timber Land 
the first man that I can trade it to will get it, as I 
consider that the most valuable part of the 
Farm as Timber is verv scarce here and everv
' J
body is anxious to get some Timber Land. You 
wished to Know which is the best cheapest and 
Quickist way to come to this place. . . .  I will 
send you Word. You wish to Know about the 
Markets here and a great many other
“/ should like to go to 
California this Spring . . .  to 
embark in the Gold Expeditions 
now is the time. Next Spring 
may be Everlastingly to late.
things. . . .  I am 75 miles from Du Buque, 60 
from Bloomington [Muscatine], 23 from Iowa 
City (the Capital), 5 from the county seat which 
is to be moved to this place. The Railroad is to 
go through this place. Wheat at this place is
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worth from 40 to 60 cents per bushel, corn from 
10 to 18, Oats 10@20, Potatoes none, Lumber 
8@12 per thousand, Tea the best articles and 
that very poor 50@1.35#, Sugar 8@ 15, Coffee 
12@18, Calicos 10@38, Cloth 25@10oo per 
yds. . . .  I have received my Card from the 
[Masonic] Lodges and so has Green [Judge 
George Greene, a Cedar Rapids founder]. I 
should like to go to California this Spring as the 
best men we have in this part of the Country 
are going and all those that wish to go now is the 
time and all that . . . wish to embark in the 
Gold Expeditions now is the time. Next Spring 
may be Everlastingly to late and if you hear of 
my being their you must not be surprised. I 
wish you would answer that letter that I Last 
wrote. On that map the 80. and two fortys are 
Entered and all we want to make a good Farm 
is the Odd 65 Acres. [Letter from John Kelsey]
Cedar Rapids, February 19, 1849 
Dear Brother
You may think Strange that I write to you 
again so soon but my circumstances are such 
that I am obliged to do So— 1 did not in tend to 
call on you for some money in a hurry, And 
trust luck for the land, but if vou can sendj
enough to buy that 65 acres and 25 dollars 
more, I shall be much obliged and in fact 1 must
have 25 dollars immediately as I have rented a
✓
large Boarding House with a man in this place 
and must have 25 dollars to help start it. My 
object for renting the House is to make my
board clear which I think I can do by close
¥
management. . . .  I think I have given up 
going to Calafornia this spring and intend mak­
ing preparations for going next. Don t fail to 
send me 25 dollars as soon as you receive this as 
I am in want of the money and will have to try 
and borrow that amount until you sind it, so 
dont fail to do so as I want to Keep my word 
good, don’t fail. Love to all — Yours 8cc. John
H. Kelsey¥
Cedar Rapids, July 17th, 1849
Dear Brother
\ours Dated July 4th was duly received and 
agreeable to your request I haste to reply in 
order to have that Money sent as soon as possi­
ble. . . . I saw Mr Bradstreet last evening and 
he says he cannot have any Money under three
weeks and thinks if I cannot wait so long for the
Money he cannot take the Lien as he cannot
¥
pay for it short of that time. . . . You May 
depend Land is getting Scarce about here. 
Thev have Commenced harvest . . . Wheat. 
Looks Well.
My Love to all. (1 am Well). John H.
Kelsey . . .¥
Cedar Rapids, August 29th, 1849
Dear Father
Your Draft for Eighty Dollars arrived Yester­
day and I haste to reply. As Whether it Was in 
time or not I cannot say as I have to go to the 
City first. . . . You sav vou cannot come out¥ J ¥
this fall at least our folks would not be willing 
and I think you had best not start un till the [?] 
comes as I do not know of any thing you could 
do for a living out here alone. . . . This from 
vonr affectionate Son |.H. Kelsev . . .j j *
Cedar Rapids, Nov #  2.9. 1849
James
I suppose you by this time have your fall 
Work all done up and Know about how you 
stand in the World in regard to Money Matters 
and Whether you can come out here in the 
Spring or not. If you in tend to come atall the 
Sooner the better as real Estate is rising very 
fast. Last fall when I came here not half of this 
Town was taken up and now there is hardly a 
foot of vacant Land in it. . . . There is a man 
here now with about 3000 fruit Trees. I wi sh if 
you have it vou would send money enough to 
buy some and split some Rails on the figure, 
from your Brother John
I have Joined the Masons. Oddfellows are very 
thick as well as Masons 8c Sons of Temperance.
Cedar Rapids, November 29, 1849
Lvdia Annj
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I should like to know that reason that you do
*
not write to me as often as one time in the space 
of three Months. You Know what you promised 
if not 1 will tell vou. It was that you would Write
as often as you could. You think that I might 
Write More often than I do well admitted hut 
that is no reason that you should not Write to 
Me. I am Well and doing better. 1 made the 
first six months I was in this Town about $150. 
and then sold out as I did not like the busness in 
the winter time. . . .
We have a very good society at this place 
both old and young, Merry and Sad.
I suppose you and your little family are 
enjoying yourselves on the fat of the Land for 
instance Eating apples and drinking CIDER. I 
Wish You would send a barrel of apples and 
another of Cider to Mix in a letter. Apples here 
are only 30 a piece and poor ones at that and 
Cider we never think of. But Enough of this. I 
wish vou would Write and tell me all the Newsy
such as deaths, Weddings &c. from Your 
Brother John
Cedar Rapids, February 12, 1850 
Dear Brother
. . .  It is all important that I should Know 
what your in ten tions are concerning the com­
ing Spring as 1 am anxious to be doing some­
thing Either for the Family or myself and if you 
are Coming in the Spring it is necessary to have 
a place to go into and now is the time to act if we 
as a great many are going to California and 
these who have Property are selling for half the 
value to get money to go with. Property is 
rising very fast. Lots that could of been bought 
one [year?] past for $50 now Cannot be Bought 
for $100. . . . Getting timber for the House 8c 
Barn . . . will cost about $25. More Lumber 8c 
drawing same will cost $125. so you can see it 
will cost the big end of two hundred Dollars to 
start with and besides I want to build in the 
City. Now if you are Coming say so and if not 
say so. . . . James might do very well 
here . . . with a team or at Work at Carpen­
try. . . .  I want him to buy some tools at Buffalo 
and bring on with him such as Vz inch 8c V\ in 
Match Plains one panel Plow one set of [firm­
ing?] the Pannel Plow will cost 10 or $12. You 
can see by the way that I have cut out my cloth 1 
must want a larger Pattern than I have of my
own. . . . If you do not [send money] I must of 
necessity stop all further doings on the Farm 
for the present and when you come you will 
have to look out for vour self.
. . . Give my Love to all, J.H. Kelsey
JOHN KELSEYS PRODDINGS for his family to move west finally succeeded. In 1850 and 1851 brother James Cooper Kel­sey, his parents, Rachel and Charles Kel­sey, and sisters Mary and Kate, arrived in 
Cedar Rapids. (Charles moved back east in 
1854 after his wife’s death. John and Kate 
moved on in the 1860s. Mary and James settled 
there.)
James, thirty, worked as a carpenter for over 
a year until he earned enough to build a house 
and improve the land he had purchased from 
brother John, five miles west of Cedar Rapids 
on the Cedar River.
After James finished his fall farm work in
1853, he returned to New York to marry thirty-/ /
year-old Harriet Jane Rogers and bring her to 
Iowa. Jane’s letters to her own family in Niag­
ara County, New York, begin the next summer 
with her description of an Iowa Fourth of July 
celebration. In the mid-nineteenth century, 
the Fourth of July was the most universally 
celebrated holiday in the nation.
For three decades, Harriet Jane Kelsey con­
tinued to write her father, Adam Rogers; her 
brother, William Orendo Rogers; and his wife, 
Mary. The letters are often signed Jane’ or 
“H.J.K.” Jane’s husband, James Kelsey, often 
added his thoughts. Jane covered each sheet 
with words, often not sending it until the page 
was covered and the margins filled. Commu­
nication with family and friends back east was 
vital to her. Her letters often refer to people 
and places in New York, and she longed for a 
chance to “talk till long after we should all be 
asleep.’ She apparently kept track of her 
correspondence by writing “Ans. on the let­
ters she had answered and stored in the secre­
tary in their “Cottage Home.
James and Jane’s first child, a son, was still­
born in September 1854. In February 1855 
they adopted an infant, John Calvin Foote, 
v/hose mother had died. Their son Heinrich 
was born in January 1856. Daughter Ettie 
arrived in July 1857, followed by twins Ida and
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Ada in November 1858 and Eric in September 
1860.
In the late 1850s the Kelsey home was a stop 
on the stage coach line running from Cedar 
Rapids to Waterloo. In 1858 the stop was 
named a post office, Mon Dieu, and James was 
named postmaster. Mon Dieu never devel­
oped into a town and in 1862 the post office was 
dropped.
Cedar Rapids, July 4th, 1854
Dear Marv —
What are you about on this great day of our 
country? I presume to say you did not go to 
Middleport. Have you any kind of doings about 
there? I’ll tell you what we are about. Father is 
sitting in the front door enjoying the pleasant 
breeze. Mary is on the lounge. Catherine is in 
the large Rocking chair. James is sitting on the 
side of the bed. I at the stand before the bed­
room window, &c. . . . We had our dinner of 
roast pig, green peas, new potatoes and other 
chicken fixings. James invited a poor old gen­
tleman residing in the next house to dine with 
us, we enjoyed our dinner very much. The 
Methodist S. Society has a fair this evening. I 
presume some of us will go down. The avails of 
the dinner 6c fair go towards erecting the 
Church. They have the foundation and othery
preparations. The location is a very pleasant 
one. . . .  I have not attended a Quarterly 
Meeting since I came here. They have all been 
at a distance except one. . . .
. . . The leise [lace?] came very safely. I put 
it on my bonnet and wore it last Sunday. . . .  1 
guess you thought rather strange to find some 
letters for the girls in my last. It was some of my 
economizing. I wrote to all of the girls at the 
same time, and when we came to put them up, 
the budget was too heavy so I tucked a part in
yours. 1 have thought of another thing when 
you have an opportunity to send, my rolling 
pin, that was in the back room. The foot- 
cushion. There is a little book in the kitchen 
book cupboard that I used to claim 6c I have 
wished for several times as a book of reference, 
The Mother’s Catechism I think. Father 
[James’s father, Charles Kelsey] talks of going 
east this summer, but it is so warm at present 
we do not like to have him start.
. . . The crops are very promising, the 
winter wheat is nearly ready to cut. Spring 
wheat is ripening. Oats look beautiful, some of 
the corn higher than James can reach, and in 
tassel. . . .
Best wishes for all the friends and neighbors, 
Sunday school Class, Superintendent, 
Teacher, Minister. 6cc. 6cc.
And now a Good bve till some other time. Iy
have been thinking if Orendo could only leave 
at this season of the year, now is the pleasantest 
time to see the country. Yours &c., H.J.K.
Cedar Rapids, Dec. 24th, 1854 
Dear Marv &c.
Yours was received in due time and as I 
propose to have no unanswered letters on hand 
Jan 1st 1855, if I should live to see that time, I 
take the present time to write a little to you — 
James thought he would write some too — I 
think between us prehaps we may fill a 
sheet. . . . Orendo really gone to Michigan! 
Why a hitch of two more would have brought 
him here, across the great “Massasippi. This 
distance does not seem so great. The cost is the 
greatest item. . . . Lydia Ann sent a great 
wheat bag full of dried fruit. We divided them 
around. . . . The girls are living in the village. 
So James and I are alone most of the 
time. . . .  I often think if we had one boy now 
it would be a great deal of company for us. But 
no — his grave is within that small inclosure 
yonder in the grove, by the side of his Grand 
Mother. I look at it and think, he is mine still, 
though not with us in body. . . . My health is 
very good now. I have not more ague [ malaria] 
symptoms. No, we did not raise many 
tomatoes, but had a great many from one of the 
neighbors. Made Catsup, wine, 6cc.
. . . How is father getting along? Does he 
think he could stand a journey to Iowa? I would
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like to show him where I live, for I think it is a 
pretty place, considering the time it has been 
improving and we have neighbors on the west 
about as near as Mr. Lerch’s to you and on the 
east. . . .  I have three letters to write yet this 
week, then I believe I shall be even . . . .  A 
Good bye with love to All, H.J.K.
Mon Dieu, May 3rd, 1858
Dear Father —
. . . This has been a rainy day, and we have 
had a good many of them this spring so much so 
that the work of the season is getting behind, 
the ground being too wet to do much with.
James has got some over 30 bushels of wheat 
sown, and between 10 & 11 bushels of Poland 
Oats. We have put in a few garden seeds and 
that is about the extent. Some about here have 
got their corn planted but I should be afraid it 
would rot. The currants and Wild Plums are in 
full bloom.
We have a good many trees right about here. 
One pasture field of 40 acres has several 
patches, we had many a good feast of the plums 
last fall, and I think I relished them as well as I 
used to the cultivated varieties. They are to be 
eaten the same as grapes, suck out the pulp, 
and reject the rind. Give me a pail of good ripe 
ones and I can feast and fat. I used to often wish 
that some of my folks from Old Niagara could
take a feast with us. We have over 50 verv nice
*
tame currant bushes, red & white, and a row of 
black ones. These are not good for much only to 
eat from the bushes or with sugar & cream.
I hev then resemble the whortleberrv
• j[huckleberry]. We have a good many goose­
berry bushes set out. . . . Our apple trees are 
looking nice this spring, not blossomed yet.
The Pie Plant [rhubarb] is looking well. The 
asparagus not done very well as yet seems to be 
coming on slowly however.
I inclose a fan for Miss Fannv which we have
✓
manufactured from the tail of a Prairie 
Chicken. If we could have sent one of the fowls, 
we would like to do so, then vou could have a 
fry. These fowls are speckled all over, the color 
you see. They are wild and can be tamed about 
as well as a quail. They are not as plenty as they 
were, having been hunted off.
The quails nearly all froze to death or 
smothered under the deep snow a year ago last 
winter so they are not very plenty.
We are milking 4 cows or rather heifers all
but one. I want to trv to make a little cheese if I*
can but I do not know how I shall make out.
There were 11 baptized down to the creek 
near by the school house vesterdav by the 
United Brethren. They are getting quite a good 
many members in this vicinity. The Meth­
odists obtained a few last winter in the neigh­
borhood beyond. . . . The Baptists have been 
making some stir also. A good deal of religious 
interest has been manifested generally.
. . . Well father I see I must close my story 
for this time. Hoping to hear from him often I 
will subscribe myself his daughter Jane—
All well. There was a good deal of scarlet 
fever about last winter, but our family 
escaped. . . .
Mon Dieu, May 5t, 1858
Dear Bro
. . . You wish to Know if the Cars were run­
ning to Cedar Rapids: They do not — The 
nearest Point of Rail Power to Cedar Rapids is 
Iowa City twenty five miles, Crossing the Mis­
sissippi at Rock Island. The Chicago Iowa and 
Nebraska Cars Run within fortv miles of thisj
place. The Chicago and Dunleith [East Dubu­
que] Cars Run to Dubuque seventy five miles: 
The stage from: Iowa City to this place is by day 
light the Other is mostly by night: If I were
“The weathr has been so
unfavourable, every thing is 
very backward. . River On 
a High and Produce Low.
120 t h e  p a l im p s e s t
coming through I should come hv way of Iowa 
City. You will no doubt be surprised at receiv­
ing letters at so rappid a pace! But dont be 
alarmed you shant be Hurt! If anything . . .  is 
going to Happen: Please inform us in time that
we mav have our shoes Greased And have on a
✓
Boiled shirt. The weathr has been so 
unfavourable, every thing is very back­
ward. . . . River On a High and Produce 
Low. . . . Yours Truly, James C. Kelsey
Mon Dieu, July 25, 1858 
Dear Brother, Sister and Friends
. . .  It is quite likely you can come by Rail 
Road to our town, before long, as the Clinton 
Road is now within 25 miles — and thev are atj
work on the rest. You will see by the papers
that Our Steamboat has made its first trip.
James was down and saw it. Said it was a fine
affair. Our river is on a high, being 15 feet
above High Water Mark. At Waterloo 55 miles
above here there were but verv few houses that¥
had not the water up to the second story. . . . 
Many a field will never be touched.
I am very sorry to say that our Poland Oats 
have left us. The straw grew rank and looked 
well until the rust struck it and now it lays fiat, a 
perfect blight, so we are out of the seed. James 
had thought to have quite a crop this year, and 
have promised seed to several, but alas for 
human, all human calculations when an All 
wise Providence sees otherwise.
Corn is growing very rank but not much 
prospect of ears. One man near town said he 
had corn 14 feet high and no ears nor any 
appearance of ears. I do not know what a great 
many will do if the crops are all a failure.
. . . You recollect Frances Cotton. I fre­
quently get letters from her. The last was the 
latter part of May, while at school in Dubuque. 
It is a beautiful letter, very elegantly written, 
and well composed! If she has improved in 
person and mind as her letters have improved 
since we first corresponded, she must certainly 
be a fine young lady, I do not mean in fine 
feathers, but in realitv. . . .j
. . .  I am alone with my babies and work.
✓
James is trying to get a girl to come till harvest 
is over. It makes a good many steps for one to 
take. And I have not told you any thing about 
our celebration of the “4th just across the
street. The Star Spangled Banner waved over 
our heads. The Cedar Rapids Band gave us 
sweet music. Several speeches, and a good 
dinner, with about 200 to partake. Lemonade 
& Soda &c. . . . Il.J. Kelsey
BY 1860 JANE AND JAMES KEL­SEY could have considered their farm a success. It was valued at $4,420, above average for that town­ship. The 1860 federal farm census also 
reported that the Kelseys produced fifty 
pounds of cheese that year, so Jane must have 
succeeded in making cheese — her concern in 
a May 1858 letter. The Kelseys grew crops then 
common to Iowa, and Jane in particular 
reported on the crops, weather, and farm work 
frequently. She also wrote about fruit trees. 
Beginning in the late 1840s large numbers of 
fruit trees were planted in Iowa, especially by 
settlers from orchard-growing regions such as 
western New York. Her descriptions of Christ­
mas reflect the more elaborate celebrations 
that had developed by mid-century.
James was active in community affairs, 
though mention of this appears seldom. He was 
an early vice-president of the county agri­
cultural society founded in 1857. At various 
times he served as township assessor, super­
visor, road commissioner, and school director.
In 1861 Jane finally made a long-delayed 
visit to New York. Her strong ties to eastern 
family and friends are evident throughout the 
complete collection of letters (some of this 
material has been omitted).
The profound effect of the Civil War on 
Americans is suggested by the fact that this is
the onlv national event mentioned in more
*
than thirty years of Kelsey correspondence, 
fhe war figured in many Kelsey letters of the 
early 1860s. Half the male population of Iowa 
took part in the war, and Iowa troops were 
involved in the major Northern victories in the 
West. Jane grieved over the soldiers killed 
from the Cedar Rapids area. The loss of Iowa 
troops was indeed great — approximately 
13,000 died of an estimated 72,000 to 76,000 
Iowa soldiers. She also complained about the 
economy — the aftereffects of the Panic of 1857 
and then high taxes. Federal, state, and local 
taxes did increase during the Civil War,
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although the 1862 Iowa General Assembly 
passed measures to lessen the tax burden. By 
1863, however, the war began to bring 
prosperity.
Iowa turned Republican during the Civil 
War. In 1861 James Kelsey was a Democrat; by 
the end of the war he had become an active 
Republican.
The chinch bug (or “chintz bug”) was a native 
insect of the Iowa prairie. As early as 1846 crop 
losses were attributed to it in Linn County. 
Twenty counties, including Kelsey s Linn 
County, were hard hit by the 1862 outbreak. 
Chinch bugs preferred wheat over oats and 
corn, and were one reason that Iowa farmers 
stopped growing wheat as a main crop by the 
1880s.
In August 1862 Jane gave birth to her last 
children, twins Louis and Louise. There were 
now eight children under the age of eight (five 
of these under age four). Her references to 
being overworked and wanting hired help are 
understandable.
The “molasses referred to in their 1862 let­
ters was probably sorghum, first imported in 
the United States in 1853. By 1858 there was 
intense interest in the crop in Iowa. During the 
Civil War sorghum was an alternative for hard- 
to-obtain cane sugar. The Kelseys owned por­
table refining equipment and James did 
custom refining for neighborhood customers 
— 288 gallons in 1859.
Mon Dieu, May 6th, 1860
Dear Relatives —
. . . Before I had the breakfast table cleared 
[a few mornings ago] the mail come in with 
your letter, and as matter of course we all sat 
right down, and meanwhile the dishwater 
boiled, the bread ran over and things in general 
but what of all that. We have just got home 
from meeting I find a half sheet of blank paper,
a little leisure time and 1 wished to commence a 
letter home, so I will do with this till James 
goes to town again. . . . Last Friday morning 
the old Glee Book Came in, looking as natural 
as life itself, with a new dress on. I opened it “A 
Relic of bygone days” — Ah! what volumes I 
read in those few words. I took a hum at the 
tunes along through before I could do up the 
morning s work.
. . . The Methodist minister preaches once 
in four weeks at our schoolhouse and once in 
four weeks at the school House bevond us, so
“There is to be a collection for 
the Bible Society, away out 
here in this new country, 
would you have thought ?”
that gives us Methodist preaching once in two 
weeks in our vicinity. The United Brethren 
preach once in two weeks at our S. H. that gives 
us 3 sabbaths out of four at our S. H. I think we 
are pretty well favored for a country place. . . • 
There is to be a collection for the Bible Society,
awav out here in this new country, would vou
✓  ✓  '  * 
have thought it? . . .
Sunday Evening, Dec. 30, 1860 
Dear Relatives
We are in the midst of winter and winterv is*
the weather. It froze on our kitchen stove last 
night and it is full as cold tonight. We have 
snow enough to make it comfortable getting 
about. But I think we are to have more snow if 
Sun dogs are any sign. There were three fol­
lowed the Sim all dav vesterdav. At noon the 
sight was most magnificent. The one in the 
Zenith resembled a rainbow, describing about 
one fourth of a circle.
If all goes right some of you may have a 
chance to know me before many months pass. 
Do not become agitated quite yet. . . .  I really 
hope Father has recovered from his illness. I 
want to see him again. I almost tremble when I 
think of his extreme age — and we are not left 
fatherless yet.
. . . Oh! The little boy’s name is Eric Cyril. 
We talked some of calling him Orendo but 
James came across the name of Cyril and we
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concluded that was odd enough and would 
rhvme with Eric better.
How was Christmas with vou? We had a 
Christmas tree for the children. The boys got a 
sled, the girls got each of them a homemade 
dolly, Ettie’s nearly as long as Eric. Pie cakes 
Candy, Popped Corn, &c. We had some calls 
in the P.M. Just at dusk James took care of the 
baby while I called in at our next neighbor to 
see their Christmas tree, when I returned 
James took the boys & went over and spent the 
rest of the evening. They had other company 
in, quite a children’s party.
Jan. 13. . . . New Year s passed without any 
extraordinary doings, the 3rd we butchered. 
Then of course I was pretty busy. The next day 
I went over on the Prairie to Mrs. Smith’s, a 
sort of a neighborhood party. Last week there 
was a gathering at our next neighbors. They 
told me they would come here this week. 
Lydia, whom I expected to keep through the 
winter has been away some six weeks or two 
months [except] three days in butchering. 
Besides that I have been and am now alone 
with my work and my children. James is all the 
help I have about the house. I mistake, my 
boys help me. They take care of the baby while 
1 work, bring in wood and various other little
“How does South Carolina get 
along with you. It is quite a 
topic of conversation here.
Some can almost hear the 
cannon and see the smoke. I 
hope the trouble will not last 
long.
chores. . . . They are complaining some of 
hard times about here. James was in town yes­
terday, and he said it was impossible to get a 
penny in change. Sometimes I am almost afraid 
we can not get the funds necessary for me to go 
east in the Spring. If prices should come down 
it would be hard times indeed. . . . How does 
South Carolina get along with you. It is quite a 
topic of conversation here. Some can almost 
hear the cannon and see the smoke. I hope the 
trouble will not last long. Great country this. 
Happy people. Some seem to let their ambi­
tion run away with them, and thereby bring 
trouble on themselves and others. But 1 sup­
pose they must have something to keep up the 
excitement.
. . .  All are in bed and asleep. James has got 
the baby and gone to bed too so I am quite 
alone, and feel lonesome over it. . . . We have 
not had rains enough yet this season to fill the 
wells, and Cedar River is very low, but little 
grinding done in town. Excellent sleighing, 
good comfortable winter weather, and such 
beautiful moonlight nights. . . . There is more
“Such beautiful moonlight 
nights. . . . There is more 
brilliancy and clearness about 
the moonshine than there is in 
your place.
brilliancv and clearness about the moonshine
✓
than there is in your place. It is sometimes 
really charming. . . .
. . . Often when I am listening to my boys 
reading I think of the time when that was my 
business from morning till night. Read, read, 
read. Books, books, books. I do not get time to 
hear the children as I ought. . . . Your sister. 
Jane —
Mon Dieu, Apr 3d, 1861 
Dear Brother and all —
I am in great haste but stop to scribble a few 
lines by way of warning. It is now my intention 
to start from here next tuesday. . . . James 
says you need not mind so much about greasing 
your shoes, but . . . provide plenty of hog-
meat and corn dodgers. 
Kelsey
• • • Yours &c. H.J
Mon Dieu, April 17, 61
Dear Bro
You may think me not in my right mind? to 
write a few lines to you? Yet such is not the 
case! I believe if I know myself I am perfectly 
sane as vet! But I do not know how I shally
remain so. As My Wife left here April 9, 61 for 
the State of New York and we have heard noth­
ing from her and of course we are quite uneasy 
with regard to her welfare! We are all well at 
home. Our spring is very . . . soured on 
account of heavy rains. . . . What do you think 
about War and the safety of Old Uncle Abe. Iy
think him in quite a warm place at this time! 
Fort sumter has gone up or at least that is the 
talk: and they say General Scott has resigned 
and Joined the secessionists. If such is the case 
who can we trust? This Glorious Union is gone 
gone gone. . . . Yours Truly, Jas. C. Kelsey
Mon Dieu, June 9, 1861 
Dear Brother, Sister and all 
Two months today I left this place and set out 
on my lovely ride. I wandered about . . . andy *
now I am here again in my western home. . . .
. . . Corn two feet high. Potatoes the same. 
Peas in blossom, onions as large as walnuts, 
garden looking well generally. Apples as large 
as the end of your thumb, and a few cherries.y '
Wheat coming in head, timothy waist 
high. . . . H.J. Kelsey
. . . The barrel and box came safe. . . . Thev
*
all had a good feast out of those apples. . . . We 
keep the visit in 'mouth as well as mind.
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Mon Dieu, Feb. 2, 1862 
Dear Brother Sister and all. —
. . . You may be sure we were glad not only 
to hear from you but to learn that "those 
molasses were safe at home. James was down 
yesterday, had a little fun with [the shipping 
agent] concerning this "modus Operandi” of 
transporting goods and finally told them the 
barrel was safe. I think I should Have liked to 
be somewhere behind the curtain, and listened 
and witnessed [your] drawing of that plug. 
Methinks I can see you so carefully tapping it 
first on one side and then on the other. While 
Mary and the children are standing back, brim­
ful of expectation. As you say no body was hurt.
I had a hearty laugh over your graphic descrip­
tion of the same. I told James this morning 1 
wished I could step in some morning and see if 
you all relished the molasses on these cakes.y
We would hardly know how to dispose of a pile 
of buckwheat or meal cakes without it. In fact it 
has become a great part of our living. We think 
it more healthy than so much hog meat. We 
have just opened our last barrel. James has 
promised eight gallons of that in payment for 
the eave troughs — that, I think, is all we will 
spare. I presume we have used a barrel 
already. We make all our sauce with it (I mean 
wild fruit,) Preserves of various kinds. . . .
We can all take a piece of Ginger cake about 
as large as your fist almost any time. Then 
sometimes for variety I make Ginger Snaps. I 
fooled Kate completely. She supposed the 
Cookies were made with sugar, when behold 
they were nothing but molasses. . . . Mary 
asks where I spent Christmas, well the day was 
spent at home, had a good Christmas dinner. 
One of our neighbors happened in and he ate 
with us. About the middle of the forenoon Mrs. 
Albright came in [and] invited James and 
myself. Well we went, had a good time, Cakes, 
Candy, Popcorn, Apples, Nuts &:c. New Years 
was spent in preparations for the next day when 
we had a Dinner Party. Eighteen invited 
guests. We had some of your dried apples 
stewed to eat with the chickens, potatoes, cab­
bage &c. then we had Quince preserves with 
our cakes. I wish you could have been here thaty
you might have seen some of our society, also 
an Iowa dinner, and enjoyed it all with us.
. . .  I know verv well what it is to be tied at
*\
t
home and can sympathize with Mary. I have 
not been to the Rapids since I came home last 
June. I went to Kingston [later part of Cedar 
Rapids] to Mr. Heaton s the forepart of Sept. 1 
went no where again till in December Eric was 
so bad. He took the Chicken pox in July, and 
was not well after that . . . about the first of 
November he came out in boils and almost 
covered, quite a while I did not dress him. We 
bolstered him up in the great chair, for we 
could not hold him on our laps. After they left 
him he appeared to be cleared out, for he has 
been hearty ever since, though not so fleshy as 
last Sporting. He can creep all about the house 
again. . . . Emily wrote me that Orendo had 
the Diptheria. You must have had a time. . . . 
It seems Orendo is dealing in straw, that is 
about as profitable as any thing here. James has 
sold several loads. But 1 must close and get 
supper soon. Remember me to all who may 
inquire after me. Tell Mrs. Depre I would be 
very glad indeed to wait on her as well as I can 
for having so many children to wait on. I ll do it 
in good Iowa style. . . . H.J. Kelsey
Feb. 3d, 1862
Dear Friends
Yours of Jan 22d came safe and sound to hand 
Feb. 1st. Well that bbl of Molasses reallv took 
quite a trip. It is a wonder some one did not 
taste of it long before it reached propper place
of destination. . . .  As it seems that you were
✓
rather alarmed with regard to the Safety of your 
Family with regard to the opening of Barrel. It 
did not contain Gass nor any other dangerous 
fluid. But simply Kelseys Best Double Refined 
Maple Syrup [sorghum] perfectly Harmles 
even on Buck Wheat cakes. We use it in our 
family nearly every Morning as a beverage and 
we consider it not verv bad to take even on any
empty Stomach. We have used nearly one bar­
rel since September and have just taken a cask
“So Much for the Mollasses. 
Now for the War. ”
of 46 gallons, which will last perhaps until I was 
going to say fall But will say till it is gone. So 
Much for the Mollasses. Now for the War. 
What do you think of the Movements of the
Grand Army. I think it will take some time to 
suhdue the South if thev do not move a little 
faster. Two Million Dollars per Day Only think 
Tax Tax Factory Cloth 18 cts per yard, Coffee 4 
lbs for one Dollar, Tea 1.25 per lb and Wheat 
50 cts per bushel, Corn 18, Oats 15 and no cash 
for the latter at that, Pork 1.50 to [2.00] Dol­
lars. Horrid Horrid With taxes almost Double 
and they must come as our Government 
Machinerv must have Oil or it will heat in they
Boxes or more properly I should say the Gov­
ernment Rats will have not Malt? As thousand 
upon thousands are squandered Every day and 
its all right Oh We Democrats were so corrupt. 
But alas a more hungry swarm has attacked the 
Tax. I do not attach any Blame on Mr. Lincoln 
not in the least! I am an administration Man 
Everv time. But some of those Rats of his! Thevy »■
are lining their pockets! Never Mind Every 
Dog must have their Day! . . . Write soon. 
Yours &c. Jas. C. Kelsey
Mon Dieu, April 6th, 1862 
Dear Brother & Sister
. . .  I had neglected my correspondence till 
I had quite a stack of letters and I have been 
trying to get up even. . . .  A Few days ago 
brought one from Fannie Witmer, where I 
visited last spring. They are still very anxious to 
come west but they had better stav where thevy y y
can get a little for their produce, till the War is 
over and the high taxes all paid. I tell you this
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*present institution is grinding the western 
farmers almost to Death.
We thought it was hard enough before, but 
now they have given the screws another twist, 
it almost makes us squeal. No kind of cloth 
short of 15 cts. Every thing we wished to buy, 
the highest possible figures and any thing we 
had to sell, the lowest possible figures, and 
taxes heaped on till no more stay on. We do not
make use of Groceries at all. It seems a verv0
little better than in the winter, calico can be got 
now for, 121/2. I suppose it is all right. We have 
learned that the Great Grand Armv of the Poto- 
mac under Brave, Gallant General McClen- 
nan [McClellan?] has moved a little since they 
found that the Rebels were all out of sight. 
Brave boys they! But I suppose it was not the 
fault of the boys that they had not moved 
sooner. Of course they could not go till their 
Brave Commander in Chief gave them liberty 
to move. We read that General McClennan 
was to give the “Coup de Grace. I made up my 
mind that he was going to hide in the grass and 
when our Western Men had thrashed treason s 
guilty band, and chased Rebellion out through 
the Gulf Stream, in a word, when there was no 
more to fear from the South — then he would
“Every thing we wished to 
buy, the highest possible 
figures and any thing we had to 
sell, the lowest possible figures, 
and taxes heaped on till no 
more stay on.”
come out and “Coop. The excuse was the mud 
was so deep. It dried up amazing quick when 
Manasses was evacuated. Just look at the 
endurance, the privations, the hardships our 
Western Men have passed through. They 
talked not, thought not of the mud, or the rain, 
or the snow, not even showers of shot and shell 
stopped them in their course. James has fre­
quent letters from the Army under General 
Grant. I think that he and Commander Foot 
[Footer*] are deserving of a little credit, also the 
men under them. Some are trying to make 
apparent that Burnsides and the Western
Armies, General Lander and some others were 
only carrying out Mc.C. ’s plans, they were all 
working under him. Be it so. Which do you 
consider the most entitled to Bravery, the man 
that says “Go and take such a fort or town or 
those that face the Cannon s gaping mouth, and 
take those places, it may be at the point of the 
Bayonet & There will be many a widow, and 
many a mother will mourn over the untimely 
death of her sons. There is a funeral today of a 
man who came home to die. Got home on 
thursday and died friday. He was married last 
Spring . . . consequently leaves a young wife. 
His Mother is a widow who has another son in
the Armv. She has also four brothers in the
✓
Western Army. . . .  I hope the war will be 
pushed on with increasing vigor, for I want it 
ended. I am sick of every day s report of war 
and carnage. . . . But I must close this chapter 
and change the subject. I know not where to 
stop when I get to talking or writing on the all 
absorbing topic of the Day.
Orendo talks about an Oyster Supper, well 
we had an Oyster Supper last week, grew the 
Oysters [salsify or oyster plant] in the garden, 
that is the kind we have to use. . . .
. . . James has just returned from one of the 
neighbors, where he had been to shave an old 
gentleman who fell and broke his thigh, some 
five or six weeks ago. My sheet being full, I will 
close for the present. . . . H. Jane Kelsey . . .
July 1862
Dear Brother & Sister and all —
. . . James and the three oldest children 
have gone to Sunday School. Ida & Ada are in
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the [parlor] enjoying themselves! Eric is asleep 
in the ‘Big Chair in the kitchen! I am sitting 
hv the great table in the Dining Room. The 
house [is] all open, doors & windows, to let in 
the cool breeze, while the sun shines bright 
without. The birds of different kinds making 
sweet music in the branches of the trees, which 
shade our grounds so nicely. We think shade a 
luxury some of these hot sunny days.
We are having quite a full S. School here at 
present. Preaching once in two weeks, by the 
Brethren. The Methodist Minister has aban­
doned this appointment this summer. So we 
are as sheep without a shepherd unless we go to 
town. . . . James has been clearing off and 
breaking up some more land, and that has 
brought from one to three men besides my own 
family to do for. He has one patch ol Buckwheat 
and another of turnips sown on the new 
ground. He has his timothy in the Barn. He 
may secure some [prairie] hay if the straw does 
not promise much. The wheat crop is quite a 
failure. Some pieces will not be cut at all. What 
they call the Chintz Bug has made sad havoc. I 
suppose when the wheat is done with they will 
attack the corn. . . .
Will you send and save me a verv few Ribbonj *
Crass seed, a few of different kinds of Hol­
lyhocks, some sweet Briar & [Smellage?]. Lucy 
sent me some Sweet Briar, Honeysuckle, 
Mountain Ash and Red Cedar last fall, but none 
of them came up. . . .  I call more for such as 
will make roots or shrubs, than for annual 
flowers, for I cannot well attend to such, with 
my other duties. We have a great variety and 
plenty of wild flowers which the children love 
to gather, but the summer months do not bring 
us so plenty, in the bush, and the children 
begin to want flowers. James moved our Post 
Office to Cedar Rapids week before last, so you 
will please direct to that place and inform oth­
ers in your vicinity who mav wish to send us 
any thing. . . . H.J. Kelsey 
On the 4th we had a neighborhood picnic in the 
Albrights grove opposite our house, a very 
pleasant, agreeable & sociable time. After our 
dinner was disposed they carried the Melodian 
over. Mrs. Albright played and some of us sang 
several pieces, America, Hail Columbia, Star 
Spangled Banner and several others. Had the 
Declaration read, two short speeches. . . .
Then they took down the swing and the 
flags. . . . then we bade each other good bye 
and [expressed?] feeling that we had enjoyed 
the day amazingly. . . .
“Cottage Home, Nov. 16, 1862 
Dear Relatives,
I suppose you all know that this is our wed­
ding anniversary. . . . It is convenient to com­
mence a letter home just nine years from the 
very hour that you were all congregated in the 
old gray house, where I was born, to see us 
married. Nine years have wrought great 
changes. . . . Dame Fortune has smiled on 
some, and frowned on others. Hope and 
Despair. Peace and War. . . .  I am quite differ- 
entlv situated now to what it was nine vears 
ago. I have changed homes and places. The old 
gray house overlooked by the tall “Balm of 
Gilead has been changed for a ‘‘Cottage 
Home” in Iowa, (and this is overlooked by a tall 
Hickory which stands near the corner.) The 
Protecting hand of a Father was changed for 
that of a husband. The faces that had been 
familiar to me were changed for those of 
strangers.
The same heart and hand that were given me 
then are still with me to cheer life’s pathway, 
and to help bear the burden of life. But there 
are other changes. Olive branches are thick
around ‘‘about our table.” And now you must0
add to my Familv Record
Louis James Kelsey August 26, 1862 
Louise Jane Kelsey August 26, 1862
. . .  I Have had a good deal to do as you may
well guess, for I keep no girl nor have not had
since thev were a little over three weeks old.
*
There were near two months that James was 
a traveling Molasses Factory, which kept him 
from home very much, fie managed to get 
home once in twenty four hours, that he might 
see how we wTere getting along. He would
‘7 can wash at the tub with
hands, stand on one foot and 
rock a pair of twins with the 
other, and accompany the 
whole with my voice.
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»come late in the evening, milk the cows, help 
me take care of the juveniles, sleep a little. Up 
and milk again by the light of the morning star 
and away again. So I was boss, and us and the
children were all hands. You mav think 1 did
✓
not have many spare minutes. James has got 
sick of portable Machinery, it takes him from 
home so much. Fie thinks he will try to rig his 
machinery at home if he should work at it 
again. He manufactured a little over 40 
barrels. . . .
. . .  Did I write to you any thing about an old 
gentleman falling and crippling one of his limbs 
last winter? He has not walked since. And now 
what do you think they have done with him.* j
Why his own son took him to the Poor House. 1 
thought of My own Father in his helplessness, 
how differently situated! how differently 
treated! Even while the old man was there, 
they would often go from home, leaving him all 
alone, not even a child to call on. . . . The 
official to whom Mr. R. went for his papers 
talked to him strong — told him he would have 
slept up stairs on corn husks before he would
In 1862 Harriet Jane Kelsey began writing “Cottage Home at the top of her letters. From this house, she and James 
corresponded with relatives back east, describing their farm and urging family to join them.
have sent his father away. . . .  It has made 
quite a commotion about here. . . . James 
thinks the Supervisors will investigate the mat­
ter at this next session. . . . H. Jane Kelsey 
P.S. I have come to the solemn conclusion that 
I could learn to play on the piano if I had an 
opportunity. I can wash at the tub with my 
hands, stand on one foot and rock a pair of twins 
with the other, and accompany the whole with 
my voice. This does not often occur, however.
I am glad that Orendo thinks that we can 
whip the Indians, Rebels and Old England too 
— I would like to see some of it. I believe the 































































T HE CIVIL WAR continued to con­cern the Kelseys. James attended a meeting of the Union League, a secret organization devoted to the Union cause. Members were required to swear 
loyalty to the Union and promise to protect 
Iowa. By September Jane was worried that 
James may be drafted, leaving her to manage 
the farm and family. As enrolling officer for his 
township, James was responsible for seeing 
that the assigned quota was filled as President 
Lincoln called for troops. Bounties were used 
to encourage enlistment. A federal draft law, 
passed in 1863, was only used once in Iowa, to 
fill an unmet quota.
Kelseys’ references to winter wheat in 1863 
are unusual. According to agricultural reports, 
few Linn County farmers still grew winter 
wheat after 1855. Crop failures between 1846 
and 1852 turned farmers from winter wheat to 
spring wheat.
In 1864 Jane’s brother, William Orendo 
Rogers, purchased land in Iowa, following the 
death of their father. The Kelseys had long 
urged family members to buy land. Orendo 
may have purchased land for speculation, a 
common practice. Land prices favored buyers 
during the Civil War. Jane and James advised 
him on the cost of breaking the virgin prairie 
for cultivation and fencing the land, which 
greatly increased the cost of starting a farm. At 
this time, farmers fenced in their crops rather 
than their livestock. In March 1864 Jane and 
James considered selling their farm and buying 
land less difficult to work, but they sold only a 
lew acres. Wooded land had dropped in value. 
Lumber could now be shipped in by railroad. 
The labor of clearing timber was too great.
Cottage Home” Clinton Township/1863 
Near Cedar Rapids, Iowa, May 10 
Dear Brother 6c Sister 6c all —
. . .  I had company [last Friday] and we 
were just done tea as [James] came home, and 
as he rolled the barrel [you had shipped] into 
the door I said “come in. ’ He sat down to his 
upper, asked if we should open the barrel 
right away. I proposed getting the chores out of 
the wav first. So at it we went, hurried them 
out of the way and the children to bed, closed 
the door . . . and proceeded to investigate, 
with gaping mouths and wondering eyes. . . . 
Everything was in good condition, down to the 
dried apples, even to those great sweet apples 
that made our mouths water. . . . The varn is0
nice indeed. I had been wondering what I 
should make Eric some shirts out of and the 
likelihood of getting them made very soon even 
if I had the material was a question in my mind, 
for I saw so much that needed to be done right
“We are having a fine grown 
time! Copious showers made 
every thing move as though it 
was driven by steam.
awav. When lo! thev came to me alreadv made.
* *  *
Aprons too — but why enumerate? James sings 
“There’s nothing come amiss to me. My Har­
row or my plough.’ So I say there’s nothing 
comes amiss to me from a dried apple to a 
child’s apron. . . .
. . . This is a pleasant day, and a Brown 
Thrasher out on one of the trees is telling us of 
it in every possible way he can. . . . Our gar­
den is beginning to show itself. Hens are laying 
plentifully and we have fresh milk. . . .
I do not know how it is with the rest, but now 
that we are left orphans, somehow I feel as 
though we will draw closer together, that we 
may bless 6c help each other. It must seem 
lonesome enough in the old Home.
[From James:] . . . Jane has written nearly 
all the news and spared a few lines for me to 
close or as the Lawyers say to sum up! We are 
having a fine growing time! Copious showrers 
made every thing move as though it was driven 
by steam. I have my crops all in and they look 
well. My Winter Wheat is about afoot high and 
bids fair for a good crop. My spring Wheat is
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the Best in the neighbourhood as it is sown on 
new land and very Early. I am having a little 
leisure time now for a few days and am improv­
ing it hv breaking a pair of colts! . . .  If you will
take the trouble to call around this wav . . .  I
✓
will . . . show you as handsome a country as I
* *
ever saw. . . . J.C. 8c H.J. Kelsey . . .
"Cottage Home. ' June 11, 1863 
Dear Brother 8c Sister —
The children are all in bed and James has 
gone to the schoolhouse to the “ Union 
League.” . . .
. . . You wish to know definitelv what we*
think or wish as regards the settlement of the 
estate [of our father].
James says he thinks it would be a waste of 
time and means . . .  to take it into Court. . . . 
As I understand, there are not settlements out­
side of the family, let the family settle. . . .s 7 J
• . . You have one great question of life now 
to settle, that is, where you are to make your 
earthly home. . . . You do not think of clearing 
up your Michigan land your self, with the 
expectation of ever being able to plow when 
the stumps shall have rotted away. After having 
seen so many whole farms made in one years 
time it looks like a life-long process to go on to a
timbered farm with the expectation of plowing 
it.
. . . If you make up your mind to move out of 
Niagara County, I would like to have you see
Iowa, see what vou think of it. See whether the
*
advantages and disadvantages will balance. 
Crops do not command as high a price in Mar­
ket here as they do east, but they all produce 
with less hard labor.
. . . The last battle near Vicksburg made one 
widow about two miles from here, another in 
Kingston. There was one killed from Cedar 
Rapids. . . .  My heart aches for such. What 
would I if it were my case. Surely, the land 
mourneth.
. . . Tomorrow I propose to make some cur­
rant pies. . . . Yesterday I made some goose­
berry pies which were good. We had two 
swarms of bees today, one yesterday. Bees 
seem to be increasing just now. One swarm 
sets very singularly, whether they will stay 
w ith us or no I don’t know. Thev mav not have 
any Queen. James has his colts broken so he 
can tend his corn with them. . . .  I do hope 
that our affairs [concerning the estate] can be 
settled without any trouble or hard feelings. At 
the longest, this life is but short, and a proba­
tionary state at that. Worldly goods are per­
ishable, why should so many feel as though 
thev wanted all. . . . From your sister, H. 
Jane Kelsey
“Cottage Home,” Iowa, Sept. 20, 1863 
Dear Brother 8c Sister —
Yours of August 1st was duly received, but 
the babies were both sick by spells, sometimes 
one and sometimes the other then both, 1 
thought I would wait a little to see how the case 
would turn. (As they had no teeth I supposed 
they were undergoing the process of teething.) 
Sometimes they would have very bad diarrhea 
accompanied by a good deal of fever, some­
times with vomiting 8cc. Louise being deli­
cately formed and apparently very frail — was 
not able to endure. Aug 21st she left us, a 
weeping circle, to join the throng ofhappy ones 
in the Spirit Land.
She had been better for a few days while 
Louis was worse. I had succeeded in removing 
her diarrhea and hoped she would be better. 
Through Wednesday night she cried out occa­
sionally as though in extreme pain. Thursday 
seemed weak and not inclined to amuse herself
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at all, took not much notice of play things. In 
the afternoon commenced coughing attended 
with very laborious breathing. Through the 
Afternoon and evening I applied Mustard occa­
sionally thinking perhaps Inflammation of the 
Lungs had set in. The symptoms did not abate 
rather increased — Whenever she attempted 
to cough she would scream as though suffering 
extreme pain. At midnight James got up and 
got me some Imactweed [?] while I kindled the 
fire and made preparations to administer 
fomentations — all the wav the conviction wasy
silently stealing over me that she would not be 
with us long. As James was very weary thrash­
ing and expected to go at it again in the morn­
ing— I told him he had better lie down while I 
attended the baby. As I laid the hot flannel on 
the first time I breathed a prayer that it might 
relieve her at least. Her cough immediately 
subsided and she gave but little indication of 
pain. I attempted to pray for her restoration 
but I could not. I could find no words to express 
any such desire. So I bowed before the evil 
which I saw was smiting me — and prayed for 
resignation. Here I had my trial alone with my 
God and my dying child. The fiery ordeal was 
passed. Though weeping, my soul was calm 
and peaceful. She gradually failed — life was 
ebbing out. At three I observed her sight was 
gone. After a while I called James. Between 5 
and 6 I called the children to see their sister 
die, but she lingered till nearly noon. As I 
watched her, I felt the full force of the words 
“Suffering almost once, and I could not help 
but feel glad for her though it was going to 
make such a breach in our family circle — fory
she was really a little sunbeam that for a brief 
space had shone upon us. Her patient, calm 
look and ways often reminded me of Mother. 
She needs no more of our care. The Eve thaty
never sleeps watches over her. The Hand that 
never tires supplies all her wants. And as I 
know she can not return to me I often ask 
myself the question shall I go to her? O, that I 
may not miss of seeing her in Heaven.
Louis has become better, much better 
indeed, but this afternoon symptoms unfavor­
able again, no teeth yet, The rest of the family 
are well, and are blessed with good substantial 
appetites. I can hardly get enough bread baked 
or potatoes enough cleaned.
9 O ’clock Monday evening — James has just 
taken the baby to bed, all are still. I took off mvy ' y
shoes thinking I too would retire. I thought of 
my letter, stepped to the Secretary and now 1 
am sitting by the table in the dining room close 
by the bedroom door. I thought if I were at the 
old house at home I should not retire quite so 
early, judging by the sittings we had when I 
was there. . . .
There has been no drafting about here, it is 
thought by some there will not be. You ask how 
I feel about it. Last season when there was so 
much talk of a draft, I was very much troubled
* y
about it. I felt as though I could not be left. It 
would be very unjust to oblige my husband to 
go. But I have rested quite easy so far this time 
for, he being a married man between 35 & 45 it 
is quite likely he will not be called out this 
time, unless there should be order for another 
draft. If it comes to the worst that he must go — 
I must do the best I can. He would have been in 
the field at the first call, had he not thought his 
services were required here.
I see you keep up the visiting yet, visit a little 
for me once in a while. . . .  I often feel lonely 
when I think of our diminished number here, 
especially when I look into the trundle bed. 
Louise slept with Ettie, after it came warm 
weather, close by the side of our bed. I now 
count but three girls in the trundle bed, there 
is a vacant place. Johnnie, Hikie and Eric sleep 
in the other bedroom. Write soon — H.J. 
Kelsey
Clinton [Township], March 30, ÎH04 
Dear Bro
. . . Well I suppose you were so taken up 
with the country [during your visit] that you 
would like to have a little piece of youres pro­
ductive soil. If so I have selected 80 acres of
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nice Prairie west and adjoining Mr Smiths: It is 
about four miles west from Cedar Rapids on the 
direct Road from Cedar Rap. to Toledo and just 
one mile south of our place! . . . The Land will 
cost 10 dollars per acre and there is 80 acres in 
the piece. I might pay considerable down on it 
if it was not for improving it. I should want 
about forty acres Broke which will cost 120
dollars and about seven Thousand [feet?] of 
Fencing which will cost 175 dollars. All these 
things are necessary in order to make it pay its 
Expenses. Now I wish you to consider the 
Matter. And If you cannot buy it yourself let 
some one Else furnish the means, we think 
it good investment. Let me Know soon as 
the opportunity will soon pass for that 
piece! . . . Yours &c. Jas. C. Kelsey
Dear Brother & Sister —
James thinks the letter will not weigh much 
more if I write a little, so I have laid aside my 
sewing. . . .
. . . About that piece of land, I was quite 
anxious James should get it. I thought he could 
improve it with less back-bone than he could 
this. But that he could not do just now unless 
he had assistance. Then we thought you might 
like to invest for yourself or lend to him being 
secured. . . . Land seems to he on a rise. Emi­
gration seems to he setting in this Spring, and 
choice pieces of land are being picked up. That 
is certainly a nice location, the nearest to us of 
any we can get hold of. James proposed that I 
borrow some money of Mr. Crosier [a brother- 
in-law] and buy it myself. I confess 1 feel a little 
diffident about not asking him or you for so 
much money. There is a man stands ready to 
take it if none of us get hold of it.
I must not neglect to tell you that I have got a 
sewing machine, and 1 am almost like the man 
with the Elephant, when he got it he did not 
know what to do with it, I have got so I can sew 
some, but not to drive business much 
yet. . . . Louis has got so he can 
walk. . . . There is a beautiful building place
on that 80, and ifyou sav so we will set out some/ /
trees and have it ready. There were lively
✓  •
times in town last week, the veteran soildiers 
returning. I do not know whether one town will 
fill the quota this time or not. If not it will he 
the first time. . . . Goodnight. H. Jane Kelsey
“ Just imagine yourself as far 
out to land as this, think how 
welcome would be any thing 
from your old home.
Cottage Home, Jan. 1865 
Dear Brother and Sister
Last week brought a letter from Pekin, as 
welcome as ever. 1 like to get letters from any 
place very much, but somehow a letter from 
home. Well, I can’t express myself. Just imag­
ine yourself as far out to land as this, think how 
welcome would he any thing from your old 
home. I see by your letter that you keep up the 
old custom of a Walnut crack on Christmas and 
New Year’s evening. . . . We have no walnuts 
or not very many, but hickory nuts and 
hazelnuts are a very good substitute. . . . Oh 
we are having a bitter cold night. I think the 
morning must he pretty low. It is very possible 
it might he a little colder if the Thermometer 
was a little longer. . . . We have had very little 
snow this winter, scacely any “to speak on nor 
to ride on. Orendo, what would you take for 
that 80 over south — in Cash? or what would 
you take half Cash and the balance at six per 
cent? Would you take $1000? Or nine hundred
‘ ‘Oh we are having a bitter 
cold night. . . . It is very 
possible it might be a little 
colder if the Thermometer was 
a little longer.
and fifty and say nothing about the Road. 
Would vou sell it all? Would you sell it to me if 1 
wished to buy? James has offered this place for 
sale reserving about 24 acres of the best part of 
the timber. He has not as much cleaned land as 
he wants. He thought he had rather make a 
farm on the Prairie than to make any more 
here. I like the location of that, like the neigh­
borhood in general very well. . . . James has 
been trying to get an organization to raise a 
fund in the township to buy sub- 
stitutes. . . . They think hv offering a pretty
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good bounty they can get volunteers enough. 
They think their quota will not be more than 
three or four, and I should wish it might be 
less, that affirs might so shape that even that 
will not be needed. Orendo we have a nice 
frame for your picture and have stationed you 
on the west wall of the Parlor. I have to stop & 
take a look whenever I go into the room, and 
sometimes ere I am aware of it I find myself 
listening to hear you speak. . . . The children
have read those little books till thev are all
✓
nearly committed to memory — Jane.
Clinton [Township], March 12. 1865 
Dear Bro
. . .  I have sketched and sent to you Robin-
*
sons land [near  Vinton in Benton 
County]. . . . There is no road running 
directlv to it hut I think there would not bey
much difficulty in getting a road on the west 
line if Mr Hiles does not move up there or some 
other Knownothing. . . . Now you and Robin­
son has me in rather a sharp corner. If you were 
both strangers and as the fellow said when he 
saw the snake and fish Hawk fighting that he 
did not care which whipped it would not be 
hard to answer! Now I will say this. That it is a 
good piece of Land situated in a good neigh­
borhood and one of the best farming counties in 
the state! well watered. Now you and R. must 
make your own trades. As to the Taxes they 
have all been paid and the Title is from Uncle 
Sam to Robinson and I think perfectly good 
unless Jef Davis moves up here which I think 
rather uneventfful. . . . More Soon, Jas. C. 
Kelsevy
Cottage Home, Sept. 3rd/65 
Dear Brother & Sister
. . . The School concluded to hold a picnic, 
or rather a Soldier’s greeting, as a good many 
young men had returned from the Army. 
According to appointment we gathered in the 
Grove opposite our house a week ago yester­
day. . . . One hundred and thirty one took 
dinner, old and young. . . . Our dinner was 
nice and plentiful. We had two swings and a 
large flag. Some as good singing as we country 
folks could raise. The young folks played to suit 
themselves, 6cc. The little bovs had a drum. A 
few stayed till evening. The swing still hung
there, so Mr. Albrights folks, sent out word and 
a crowd of young folks came on Wednesday 
evening and had another swing. It was a beau­
tiful moonlight evening, as comfortable as 
could be after a hot day, and we all enjoyed it 
hugely.
Our County is contemplating a Soldier s 
Welcome at Cedar Rapids on the seventh of 
this month. The soldiers are all to be out on 
parade and furnished with a good dinner, I 
hardly know whether to go myself or not. I 
suppose it will be a hard days work. Yesterday 
we were at threshing and that you know is a 
busv time of vear. Thev will probably finishy y * i *
tomorrow in the forenoon, all that we will 
thrash now. James wants to get the rye 
threshed by Hail if possible, as the straw thus
saved will be worth more than the rve. . . .
*
. . . This is thursday, the day for the Grand 
Jubilee. . . . Some $2000[?] have been 
expended for fire works this evening, and 
Music to Spice. You may judge from that what
the dav was to have been. Thev had a floral
* *
Arch with appropriate Mottoes some 40 or 50 
feet in heighth, to be erected over Iowa Ave­
nue. . . . But the day is spoiled . . . too much 
rain has fallen already to make it pleasant. . . .
. . . Evening — Well we ate a part of our 
Chicken pie at dinner &c. . . .  I wish you 
could come and eat melons with us. 1 should 
just like to treat you to good Iowa Melon. James 
says he ought to write some to you but his right 
forefinger is very sore. He blistered it shovel-
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f“The children have some 
kittens at the Barn (the first we 
have ever had) and they take 
solid comfort, I mean the 
children do. I have my doubts 
about the kittens being so 
comfortable.
ing grain last Saturday evening, took cold in it, 
and he has had a bad finger. Half-past nine and 
they are all in bed but your humble servant. 
Yes, Mary I know all about writing and rocking 
the cradle with one foot. I was about to say 
there was no kind of work but what I had done 
in connection with it. But I will except laying 
up fence. I am sorry your fruit is such a 
failure. . . . Our orchard is not bearing so well 
as last year, but the crops of grain were all 
good. . . .  I have nearly a half bushels of dried 
sweet corn. Tell Myron and Willie if they will 
be out here soon thev can have all the fun thevy *
want gathering hazel nuts and hickory nuts, 
and then they can play with the kittens. The 
children have some kittens at the Barn (the first 
we have ever had) and they take solid comfort, 
I mean the children do. I have my doubts about 
the kittens being so comfortable. . . . H.J. 
Kelsey . . .
I N JANE’S CONTINUING EFFORTS topersuade her relatives to move to Iowa, she disproved a later stereotype about pioneer farm women by demonstrating knowledge of the business aspects of farming. 
(James seemed to recognize this know-how and 
considered her advice.) She offered William 
and Mary detailed advice about what to bring if 
they move to Iowa. She also warned them not 
to bring any thistle seeds by accident. Many of 
what we now consider weeds in Iowa arrived 
during nineteenth-century settlement. 
A\ illiam and Mary did purchase and hold land 
just south of Kelseys’, but thev stayed in New 
York.) ' '
Cedar Rapids had grown considerably since 
its founding in 1841. With a population
approaching six thousand by 1870, the town 
attracted popular lecturers such as Anna 
Dickinson on women’s rights and James Gough 
on temperance.
The attempt to drill an oil well in Cedar 







Cottage Home, Jan. 1866 
Dear Brother and Sister
. . . James thinks if you undertake to do anv-
•r y j
thing you ought to be here by the middle of 
March or in March at most so you can get your 
arrangements made ready to commence 
work. . . . Yes, there are several spinning 
wheels within the circle of my acquaintances. 
II you have a good head you can tuck it in 
somewhere, and then you will have it. I do not 
know the price of wheels. “What furniture 
would it pay to bring.’’ Bring Bureaus, tables, 
stands, clocks if good — Looking glasses. Bed­
steads range here five dollars and upwards, 
chairs five dollars and upwards. Good lumber 
wagons, thimble skein—$130. Beds, bedding, 
clothing, yarn, rolls, dried fruit, dishes &c. &c. 
can all be packed in with your furniture. James 
says bring a good supply of boots and shoes. 
Leather is very high in St. Louis. He says if you 
want to know the size he wears you can find his 
measure on Bill Kelsey’s book of 1864. I am 
wearing a plain calfskin shoe at $3.
By the way, dry yom beef, Hams, &c. Make
“Beds, bedding, clothing, yarn, 
rolls, dried fruit, dishes &c.
&c. can all be packed in with 
your furniture. James says 
bring a good supply of boots 
and shoes. Leather is very high 
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your soap into Hand soap. If you pack any thing 
in straw, James says look and not bring any 
thistles, for your own good as well as others. 
Perhaps it would be a little saving to bring a 
good supply of groceries. They ask for a good 
set of plain double harness from $30 to $40. 
Cows from 30 to 50$. Horses, good $300-$400. 
Bring Grain sacks if you have them. They are a 
dollar a piece here. . . .
. . . The Oil well below here has caved in.
Thev must either abandon it or commence
✓
again. James killed his Pork and beef last week. 
Sausage not yet made. We had some head 
cheese for tea. . . .  I will have to send a little 
blank paper for it is late and I am somewhat 
tired. It is quite contrary to my reglulations 
however to send any paper that is not blacked 
over with something, if it is no more than the 
dust off the table. . . . H.J. Kelsey
Cottage Home, May 20, 1866 
Dear Brother &: Sister
. . .  A family of our acquaintance left here 
last week for Missouri, promised to write and 
give their opinion of the country. Think the soil 
and water of this country are hard to beat, but 
they hoped to find a place with nearly as good
ad vantages and less severe winters. Thev
*
owned the second farm east of yours, sold for
✓$30, per acre. About 100 acres under the plow. 
A large Brick house but no barn nor 
orchard. . . .
1 went past the corner of your 80 last week. 
The fence looks nice indeed, the handsomest I 
have seen. The posts were pronounced by 
every one to be the best lot of posts ever strung 
on the prairie. When James bargained for the 
lumber he engaged the right of sorting himself, 
so he put out all the shaky boards. Mr. Weed 
got some in the Spring and thought he had 
done nobly, got it for a dollar a thousand 
cheaper than James did, but when they came to 
put up their fences side by side, James had a 
superior lot of lumber. He has used his best 
endeavor to make a good substantial fence, had 
the posts sawed a given length and sorted so 
that the top is smooth, and looks quite 
tasty. . . . Now Orendo, you think the 
improvements have been expensive. I saw that 
from the beginning, but I flattered myself that 
if we did not buy it, that you would occupy it
yourself and there would be that much in read-
*
iness for you. James has not made a move in the 
matter without consulting me, so whatever 
blame is attached, I must bear my portion. 
"W hat do vou think Orendo would sav to such a
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The Kelsey farm (misspelled “Kesley) appears as wooded land in Section 14 of Clinton Township in this 1875 Linn 
Countv map. As late as the 1930s, this area along the Cedar River was still referred to as “Kelsey’s Bend.
move, or do in such a case,[ ] he would say to 
me, “come give your opinion, so I shall not 
have to father all the blame. I consented to all 
except sending for the last Draft. I hoped he 
could get the fence up without calling for any 
more means. . . .  I feel as jealous of your 
rights as of my own. He will probably send a 
hill [for the fence] some time. We take the 
Cedar Valley Times again and 1 will send you a 
copy occasionally so you can see How the R 
Roads 6cc. are progressing. I think there are 
some 1500 men at work between here and 
\ inton. Now I must get tea. Accept the best 
wishes of sister, Jane
“You can see How the R 
Roads &c. are progressing. I 
think there are some 1500 men 
at work between here and 
Vinton. ” *
Cottage Home, Sept. 9/66 
Dear Brother 6c Sister
. . . You speak of laying labor and care aside 
and resting. How thankful I often feel that 
there is such a day. Though Sunday is a busy 
day, I have cares and duties, yet they are, or 
seem different from the cares of the week, and 
there comes a calmness over my spirits unan­
noyed by the busv scenes of the week. . . .
* ✓
We have had a good deal of rainy weather 
since harvest commenced, but most of men 
succeeded in getting their grain stacked in tol­
erable good condition, and thrashing com-
) 1" f t
/< /;
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menced a week ago last tuesday. All hands 
went over to your 80, and thrashed out 4 nice 
stacks, 316l/2 bushels. It kept two teams busy 
hauling the wheat home. I sent their dinner to 
them, a washtub full of dishes, bread, butter, 
potatoes, pies &c., then my large stone kettle, 
that will hold a pailfull and a half, full of veal 
potpie. The dough on the side of the kettle as 
our Mother used to fix it. Had very good luck 
with it. Then they were here to supper, white- 
fish, succotash, pumpkin pies 6cc.
They moved the machine over here to thresh 
out the rest of James crop. He could not put it 
all in the Barn so he stacked it all out side. One 
of winter wheat and four of Oats. . . . The 
grain was some wet, had about 400 bushels of 
Oats. He made some extra bins alongside the 
bay on the barn floor, has shoveled them from 
them to the barn floor and back again trying to 
dry them and not have them spoil. . . . James 
has been down with a couple of loads of Spring 
wheat from the prairie and it is called the best
wheat that comes into Market, says there is a
✓
great deal of musty wheat coming in. . . . 
Monday 8 O’clock P.M. This has been one of 
the rainy days of the season. . . .  I did the 
washing, packing the white clothes in a tub, 
and hanging the others under shelter. Since 
that I have nearly made two aprons for myself. 
6cc. The girls hemmed a sheet and the bottoms 
of two shirts for the boys. Ettie can hem quite 
well for the little practice she has had. It was 
too rainy for them to go to school. While I 
washed they took possession of the parlor, 
keeping house, visiting, reading 6cc. One had 
some shawls pinned around the table for a 
house, another raised the Umbrella and set 
some chairs around it, a pillowcase spread over 
the Ottoman. Oh, and various other fixings 
twould make you laugh to see them. They are 
quite engaged reading their Testaments. Ettie 
re ad nearly half of the book of Matthew
today. . . .¥
There was a festival at the new Church on 
the corner south of your 80 . . . to raise funds 
to help finish the inside. It is enclosed and 
roofed and I guess the floor laid. I sent a large 
loaf cake and four pies for the supper. They 
took in about $160. Had a very good time 1 
understand.
. . .  1 wish you were here tonight. I feel like
y ' ( f.
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talking till 12 or 2 O'clock again. All are in bed 
and asleep but myself, and the Katydids are 
making merry outside. . . . Good night from 
Your Sister Jane
“I wish you were here tonight.
I feel like talking till 12 or 2 
O ’Clock again. All are in bed 
and asleep but myself, and the 
Katydids are making merry 
outside.
Cottage Home, Feb. 1st, 1868
Dear Brother and Sister —
. . .  A denomination called Evangelists are 
preaching here about once in two weeks. They 
have appointed a protracted meeting for this 
place to commence the next time they come 
around. Last Saturday and Sunday was our 
Second Quarterly for this year, held at the 
Church. . . .  We went over Sunday morning, 
had an interesting Love-feast [communion]. 
The Elder’s sermon was comforting and 
encouraging. . . . We closed our S.School at 
the school house about the first of Nov. Soon 
after the school at the church was reorganized, 
it having died out during the summer, and I 
was set over a class of little boys and girls. Mr. 
Heaton has been elected Super t and he is 
talking of a change, assigning me a class of 
young ladies. . . . The Church is nearly com­
pleted except the painting. The Speaker’s plat­
form is carpeted. There is a debt yet on the first 
building of the house. We had a Festival in 
Nov., cleared over $90. during the evening the
“The Church is nearly 
completed except the 
painting. . . . We had a 
Festival in Nov., cleared over 
$90. during the evening the 
minister collected enough to 
purchase a Bible.”
minister collected enough to purchase a Bible 
for the house. . . .
. . .  It was for ourselves that James thought 
of buying the 80. For some reason we thought 
we would move if all could be brought about 
satisfactorily. There is a better state of societv, 
and we would be nearer the church, 
&c. . . . Taxes are higher than ever before. 
The papers report the state out of Debt and 
money in the treasury, if such be the case I am 
in hope, taxes will settle a little after 
awhile. . . . Last fall after the growth of the 
season was over, James explored the woods on 
this and the other side of the river, got quite a 
collection of young trees, set out. . . . The east 
end is filled up entirely, Cotton wood, Maple, 
Ash, Elm, Oak, Wauhoo, Willow, Plum, But­
ternut, Prickly Ash, &c. If they live and grow, 
will make quite a show. Last Spring he put out 
a few Currant and Goose berrv bushes near the 
fence, so as not to interfere with plowing.
. . . The cisterns are both dry and the wells
✓
are nearly so. . . .  We have not had snow
✓
enough to make sleighing. . . .
The churches in the Rapids are all having 
good revivals. . . . Mrs. Albright says there 
seems to be no abating of the interest. . . . Mr. 
Gough has lectured in C. Rapids this winter 
also Miss Ann Dickinson. . . . Your Sister Jane
T h r o u g h o u t  t h e  1870s theKelseys continued to prosper. Their farm was valued at six thousand dol­lars. They purchased more horse- drawn equipment, such as sulky plows.
Jane wrote more and more about religion 
and her church work. As her children matured, 
she had more time to devote to her religion. 
Her own health problems may also explain this 
focus. In June 1873 the “Great National Carnp 
Meeting was a large ten-day Methodist 
revival at the Cedar Rapids fairgrounds. Meth­
odist ministers from across the nation spoke at 
the three daily services.
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July 2nd, 1872“As we might be called upon to 
display our Musical talent we 
thought it best to shine up a 
little. We spent about an hour 
in singing when the time for 
preaching arrived as we run 
our school on sharp time. *
Cedar RapicLs, June 30, 1872
Dear Bro
Although it is Sabbath day 6c we had no 
preaching at the school house it would not be
amiss to write a few lines to you. We are all well
*
at present and attended Church to day. Jane, 
Myself, Ida, Ada & Louis went in the Buggy. 
Hikv & Ettie on Horseback. Johny & Eric on 
the Mules so you see we had quite a Train. & 
Also quite a Rain. We met at church at 9 oclock 
in order to tune our Hearts and voices pre- 
paretorv to the fourth of July. They intend 
having a Sabbath school celebration at Sicileys 
[Sisley] Grove on the Fourth. Our school is 
invited and as we might be called upon to 
display our Musical talent we thought it best to 
shine up a little. We spent about an hour in 
singing when the time for preaching arrived as 
we run our school on sharp time. . . . Our 
preachers Name is O. D. Bowles. We think 
him a good Man. We have a good school, the 
interest is increasing. Ours is one of those 
schools that does not winter Kill. We have two 
Bible Classes, five intermediate Classes and 
one infant Class. Jane has charge of the female 
Bible Class. . . .  To day I had 12 in my Class, 
all bright Eyed Young Boys. . . . Jane and 
Myself were delegates to the county Sabbath 
school convention at Zardas Grove. . . . Jane 
made a speech.
. . .  I had intended Making out the account 
between us but will not do it at this time. It is 
rather a difficult task. I have some grain on 
hand that belongs to you. The roads were very 
bad in the spring and I could not move 
it. . . . We had a good time generally on the 
fourth. But I will leave that for Jane as she 
is better at drawing pictures than I 
am. . . . Yours truly, Jas. C. Kelsey . . .
Dear Brother &: Sister —
. . . Ettie does not go to school this summer, 
so I have her help which is often times quite a 
relief. I think I can endure much more than I 
could last summer. . . . Jane 
To morrow, Ettie will be 15 years old. I am 
fixing that embroidered muslin dress 1 used to 
wear, so she will wear it some. She has put ten 
little tucks in the skirt. . . .
Cottage Home, Sept. 1st at evening ¡1872?] 
Dear Brother &: Sister
. . . I have the Superintendency of the [Sun­
day] school this summer, and try to teach the 
Bible Class also. It makes much for me to do. It 
fills up my leisure hours (or moments I should 
have said for such hours I have not), gives me 
subjects for thought constantly, as well as occa­
sion for much watchfulness and prayer. It is not 
altogether unprofitable for me. To what extent 
it will benefit others time will determine. 
There have been at times discouraging circum­
stances connected with the school. . . .  I can 
hardly do the reading and study I think neces- 
sarv to fit me for my station or enable me to
✓  s
meet my responsibilities. The girls have got so 
they can help me some by hunting out refer­
ences. They can quite readily find almost any 
passage I name to them. . . .
Tuesday evening. . . . Our Strawberry 
Corn is nearly all ripe enough for seed. . . .  At 
the time it had been planted 7 weeks it was 7 
feet high, and very clean and well tilled. It was 
the pride of the whole country. It will now 
average about 10 feet, and looks from the road 
to be pretty well eared. . . .
. . . Friday, 13th I will pause a little in my
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“Johnnie has gone after 
hazelnuts, Hikie is gathering 
seed corn. Eric and Louis are 
jobbing, the girls are up in their 
room making artificials out of 
corn husks. ”
labors to jot a little. . . . Janies is sitting on 
his sulky plow watching the horses 
work. . . . Next week intends going to the 
prairie to plow. His thrashing is done on the 
prairie but not at home. Wheat was not near as 
good a crop this year as was thought. Some 
pieces of new breaking only turned ten bushels 
per acre. I think James said yours was about 
sixteen per acre. Johnnie has gone after 
hazelnuts, Hikie is gathering seed corn. Eric 
and Louis are jobbing, the girls are up in their 
room making artificials out of corn husks. . . .
. . . The last dav of our summer school the 
children had a picnic in our Grove. There were 
between 40 and 50 pupils present. They did 
their speaking and reading of Compositions 
after their dinner and then they enjoyed the 
swinging.
Sat. Morn. I can probably send this to town 
this after noon so I will close my journal. I am 
not a Spiritualist nor a great believer in 
dreams, but 1 have a presentement of sad news 
from a distance. I think some of my friends are 
sick. . . . Mv head and eves trouble me veryy y *
much this fall. I sometimes am at a loss to 
conjecture how I am to get the knitting and 
sewing done necessary to make us comfortable 
for the winter. But I do not want to borrow 
trouble about it. I try to trust that I shall
w
have strength given in time of need. It has 
proved thus in years past. I sometimes get 
almost impatient, can hardly wait till the girls 
are grown so they can do it, but I pray that my 
strength may hold out a little longer. . . . 
H.J.K. . . .
Cottage Home, Nov. 8th/72
Dear Friends
W e think to get dinner on the 16th (our 
anniversary7) and we thought we would extend 
our invitations a little. So please consider your­
selves invited, all of you “from grandfather 
down to little Mav, and Charlie &: Elmer andy *
Uncles James and Luther and all. Now did you 
ever see a note of invitation written after that 
sort! Well, it is western I guess. . . . Excuse 
me for not giving you a little longer notice, but 
a good deal of work and some sick days keep me 
from doing just as I would like. I did not get up 
vesterdav till about 3 O’clock. My head and 
eves as usual. . . .  All I did vesterdav was to
* *  y
wash mv face and comb mv head. . . . Yours as 0 /
ever — H.J. Kelsey
James felt so bad when the letter from Maryett 
[Jane’s sister] came giving her reason for not 
going east, he had a long cry over it. He said he 
could not help it. He wrote her immediately 
that if she had written it sooner she should not 
have lacked for means. . . .
Cedar Rapids, June 22d, 1873
Mv Dear Uncley
As Ma was writing I thought I would write a 
little and tell you how things are getting along 
out here. . . . Well if you remember thosey
quinces you gave Ma last fall she brought them 
home and saved the seed, and this spring we 
sowed them and they came up and are quite 
large and those grafts, Pa buried them last fall 
and this spring he had them grafted and three 
of them are coming nicely. . . . Last Friday
after I got home from school I had a knife and 
went to split a piece of wood . . . and the knife 
went right through the wood and a little farther 
it went through my finger too. It has got better 
now. Ma thinks it went between two of the 
cords. It is a little stiff now but I think it will get 
over that soon.
1 go to school this summer. Our teachers 
name is M iss Klumph, quite a funny name I 
think dont vou? I studv Historv, 3d Part of
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Arithmatic. I am over to Analysis in that. 
Orthography, Mcnalleys large Geography, 
Pineoes Grammar, and Spelling. I like to go to 
school pretty well. We are not raising many 
chickens this summer but we have four little 
ducks. We had nine but the rats carried off five 
of them. . . . There is a going to be a great 
celebration at Marion on the fourth of July.
There is a man going to walk the rope. The 
Ch ange club that has the greatest display shall 
get a large banner. . . . From your Niece Ada 
Kelsey
Ada writes of their studies at school. They are 
simply reviewing what they have been over. 
They went about half way through their 
Algebra last winter. The teacher this summer 
could not take them any farther nor teach 
algebra at all, so they are perfecting what they 
have. 1 do not know what thev will do nextj
winter if we do not have a higher grade of 
teacher. They will have to stay at home, some 
of them, for we can’t send four away to school 
yet, and I do not know as we can any. Oh, 1 
have so much crowding into my mind that I do 
not know where to break my thread off. We put 
out a large orchard this spring, but I think the 
severe winter had injured some of them. And 
some of the old trees seem to be dying, giving 
the orchard a ragged appearance. I think there 
were over 400 new trees. . . . [From Jane]
Cottage Home, June 22, 1873 
Dear Brother & Sister 
• . . You have heard something of us, I pre­
sume, by the way of [my] bro. James. He rather 
surprised us at his coming. . . .
. . . O, how I would like to sit down a little 
while and chat. . . . My mind steps over to the 
other side to what will probably be our next 
family re union. That meeting in the morn­
ing. My whole being thrills with the 
thought. . . . We have been making arrange­
ments to go [to ‘‘the great national Campmeet­
ing”], have our cloth for a tent, three 
families. . . . We got word yesterday that we 
could have no fire to make our tea or cook our 
potatoes, we must go to the eating house and 
pay for it. . . . If we cannot take a stove I do not 
know as we shall go much. . . . We attend the 
[Christian Union] Church and then help these 
here all we can the balance of the time. I sug­
gested and we have instituted and kept up a 
female prayer meeting, for the benefit of the 
sisters, and they are growing there by. I 
wanted if possible to keep them faithful and 
become well established. Some are like little 
children learning to walk. They have some 
strength but they do not know how to use it. 
Others are like an individual recovering from a 
long serious illness. . . . These all want help 
and they are reaching out their hands and look­
ing to me. Their conversion or their reclama­
tion was in answer to prayer. The Lord gave 
them to me, and 1 feel in duty bound to make 
the way as plain and smooth for them as I can. I 
do enjoy helping them. From sister Jane. . . .
Cottage Home, Iowa, June 13th, 1875 
Dear Brother and Sister —
. . . My eyes and head have been so bad the 
last two weeks that I have given up all general 
reading. I study my S.S. lesson a very little, 
and read a little in the Bible. . . .  I am hoping, 
by being careful, to get the better of it, for it is 
unpleasant to have such a pain day and night, to 
say nothing of the self-denial it takes to keep 
me from reading, and knitting is just as bad, I
“You wrote about being at the 
Great National Assembly 
at Chatauqua Lake. It 
seemed to me, I could hardly 




have so many to knit for. I will not complain, 
the Good Father will make it all right to
me. . . .
You wrote about being at the Great National 
Assembly at Chatauqua Lake. It seemed to me, 
I could hardly have staved away if I had been9 J 9
verv near. . . .  I was at the District Conven- 
tion at Belle Plaine last winter. That was 
indeed a feast. All talented speakers, and so 
many, which kept the variety good. . . . Our 
old wood-house gave way under the pressure of 
a body of snow last winter, and we must do 
some thing in the room of it, so we are fixing the 
ho use a little. This added to the general 
spring s work. . . . Ettie is in Mt. Vernon, will 
be home in two weeks. I think perhaps she may 
be able to help herself somewhat. Ida says she 
wants to take music, so she can teach that. We 
hardly knew how to afford it just yet. By home 
instruction and study and practice, she plays 
quite readily. . . . Louis goes to school, Eric a 
part of the time. Ida and Ada are not trying to 
go to school this summer. I find I have none too 
much help with them here. Good bye from 
Jane.
Eric says “send my best respects.’
Cottage Home, Iowa, April 20th, 1877 
Dear Brother and Sister
I am alone today and thought I would write 
some this afternoon. James, Hikie and Eric are 
at work on the prairie, Ida and Ada went with 
them as far as they went. . . . Louis is in 
school. Ettie is teaching in the second district 
west of this.
. . .  I was pretty sick a few days a little 
before Christmas, was a long time getting a 
little strength . . . can not endure very much 
labor or fatigue though I feel pretty well, grow­
ing old, don’t you think?
. . . We had something of a revival in our 
church last winter, a few additions. . . . It was 
not what I wanted to see, in its extent and 
power, but I am thankful for so much. . . . Mr. 
Heaton is our supt. for the coming year. His 
first move was to put all the Married ladies and 
all the adult gentlemen in one class. Then ask 
them who they would have for a teacher. Mrs. 
Kelsey unanimous, so you see I have some­
thing to do. . . .
. . . Our Missionary Society is retaining its
“We are very 
encouraged from what we learn 
from India and Japan. The 
Gospel is taking hold on the 
people of those countries and 
China.
interest. . . . The Sisters put me in the Presi­
dential chair for another year. They said they 
knew I was not strong but they could not spare 
me, and they would have to hold up my 
hands as Aaron and Hur held up Moses 
hands. . . . We are very much encouraged 
from what we learn from India and Japan. The 
Gospel is taking hold on the people of those 
countries and China and now the same amount 
of money accomplishes more in those countries 
than in our own.
Louis is here from school and I must kindle 
the fire before long. The men folks like to have 
supper ready when they get home. . . . H.J. 
Kelsey
Cottage Home, Iowa, Nov. 13th, 1879 
Dear Sister Marv
r
. . . You mentioned “the first winter storm 
&c. For once the winter storms do not annoy.
9
They can not reach that quiet resting place, 
that peaceful sleep can not be disturbed by any 
thing until the last morning comes, and He 
who gives life, shall call. O, with what a vig­
orous life, will he come forth! O, praise the
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Lord for the hope of the just, so full of immor­
tality. O. how much! how much! . . .
✓  '
. . .  All hands are at work husking Hikie’s 
corn. They thought they might get done this
week, hut we have had some rainy days which? ¥ ¥
hindered somewhat. But we needed the rain. 
Wells were dry and cisterns empty. . . . Love 
to all, from H.J. Kelsey
Cottage Home, Iowa, May 18th, 1881
Dear Marv¥
. . .  A few evenings ago your kind letter 
came, also the Photograph. . . . Child-like I 
read your letter over so many times. O how
wish I could sit down with vou awhile, I believe¥
it would do me good. I am alone now-a-days. 
Ettie is living in Clay Co. Ida and Ada are 
attending school. When Ettie began to talk 
about getting married, they thought they must 
give up their studies. This year would finish the 
course in the Collegiate Institute, but they 
could not leave me alone. . . . They did not go
the fall term but studied what they could at¥
home. After the wedding they went into 
school. Louis went also the winter term. . . .
Lida [Hikie’s wife] was not sick long. Pro­
videntially Hikie and Lida were here when she¥
was taken sick. Better for them and us. Dr. 
Bistime called it Hemorrhagical Perpura. The 
disease was altogether new to us. Dr. said they 
had a jew cases. The work was rapid. I never
saw any thing like it. We miss her. O, how we 
do miss her! I do. She had been in the habit of 
coming often, and she always came in so
 ^^ 1 week after she was gone I 
caught inyself so many times thinking, It is 
time for Lida to come again. She seemed a little
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startled when she first spoke of dying, after that 
calm and composed, called different ones to 
her, a message for each, enjoyed prayer and 
singing. On Monday I said to her, “do you 
know me?” "Yes, it’s mother, and stroked my 
face with her hand, very soon pointing upward 
she said “my other mother is up there. I said 
“do you see her? "Yes I do. There were times 
when it seemed we were just between the two 
worlds. She named her place of burial, selected 
her bearers, the garment to be laid out in, 
disposed of some of her things. She died the 
sixth of April. Hikie is staying with us, helping 
his father. I do not suppose he has any definite 
plans yet. Poor boy! He was so sad it seemed I 
could not look at him. Lida’s infinite gain.
. . .  I am taking Kidney wort. I took two 
boxes last year, and though I did not think I felt
‘ ‘ 1 am taking Kidney wort. I
took two boxes last year . . .  I 
found I could endure very 
much more than I had for 
years.
very much better, vet I found I could endure
^  '  ¥
very much more than I had for vears. . . . Our
✓ ¥
winter was beyond any thing I ever saw. So 
many heavy drifting snows. Railroads suffered 
wonderfully. At one time there were six trains 
snowed in at Cedar Rapids. Passengers 
boarded at the expense of the R.R. company.
This was the case everv where. Some lived in¥
Depots, and some on the trains, some in the
hotels, and anv where.¥
. . . The Congregational and Methodist
‘ ‘Our winter was beyond any 
thing I ever saw. So many 
heavy drifting snows.
Railroads suffered wonderfully. 
At one time there were six 
trains snowed in at 
Cedar Rapids.
Ministers preach alternate sabbaths. . . .  It 
seemed so good to all meet together. The min­
isters all sharing the service together, it 
seemed like getting toward the Millennium, 
the time when “the watchmen shall see eye to 
eye.” Well we had a good meeting. The Spirit 
was present. You mentioned dropping all for a 
season of prayer. I have done that many times, 
and it seems I am a little nearer the throne at 
such times than any other. I think I get a 
growth beyond ordinary seasons. . . .
. . . Louis is working at the printer’s busi­
ness, in the Republican office. They issue 1000 
weeklies and 54 quires of dailies. . . . His 
wages at first were $3. per week. He gets $4, 
or 41/2 now. He is home only once a 
week. . . . Good night, from Jane
Cottage Home, Iowa, Jan. 18th, 1882 
Dear Sister Marv
I have set out to write several letters this 
week. . . .  I think I shall write one to our 
corresponding Secretary in Davenport, enclos­
ing one to our orphan in Peking China whom 
we named Cynthia See. . . .
O, I was so glad to get your letter for several 
reasons. It came to me at supper time. I read it 
aloud to those present. When I finished, James 
turned to Hikie saying “that is worth more than 
your paper” (Toledo Blade). I thank you for 
remembering everybody just as you always do. 
It brings one great panoramic view before my 
mind, so vivid, minute and complete. I am glad
the friends have not forgotten to get together. 
Then my mind goes back to that other great 
picture which has occupied such a conspicuous 
place in my memory, the comings and goings, 
meetings and partings, when I was among the 
number last. Some of us will meet no more on 
earth. . . . We linger to do a little more, to 
endure a little more, to receive more and more. 
Can we not sometimes say “My cup runneth 
over — ”. . . .
. . .  I had a letter from bro. James last week, 
he represents the Freedman’s Aid Society in 
need of much help, so they can occupy the field 
for usefulness more fully. There seems so much 
to be done and done soon, and so few to do and 
so little means to do with.
Thursday. Our folks intended to begin put­
ting up ice today, but the neighbor who has the 
saws, had taken them into town to get sharp­
ened, and not got them home yet, so our 
folks took a couple of loads of wood into 
town. . . . H.J. Kelsey
Cottage Home, Iowa, October 7, 1882
Dear Sister Marv
*
. . .  In Sept. Mr. K. and Ida visited Ettie, 
were with her about two weeks. They made up 
a company of nine and went north . . .  to 
Spirit and Okiboji lakes, tented out at night, 
hunted and fished, had a grand good time. . . .
This is the day for the monthly meeting of 
the W.F.M. Society. I bent all my energies to 
get my work out of the way this forenoon, so I 
could go this afternoon. It is nearly five miles to 
the place of meeting today. . . . We got a let-
“They made up a company of 
nine and went north . . .  to 
Spirit and Okiboji lakes, tented 
out at night, hunted and fished, 
had a grand good time.
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ter from our orphan in Peking, China, with 
translations by her teacher. We have her pho­
tograph. All these things help the interest. . . .
1 uesday evening. I have been hard at work 
all day, but I will write a little this evening, for 1 
want this ready to go to town tomorrow. They 
will go down with butter. Butter was thirty 
three cents per pound last week. It has been 
gradually coming up. Some think it will be very 
high this winter. Now if Myron is with you, tell 
him please write. . . . We would be glad to 
read his letters if we can not see his face nor 
hear his voice. A letter will be “reliable. A 
letter from you is always acceptable. I like to
hear about all the folks. It almost seems as 
though I was there among them. . . . My love




END in 1882 with the death of Marv
✓
Rogers, Jane s sister-in-law. Harriet 
Jane Kelsey lived until February 
1900, and James until February 1903. They 
were buried near Cedar Rapids, in the small 
rural cemetery at Sisley Grove, with their 
daughter Louise and their stillborn son. □
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Profits: Land Speculation on the Iowa Frontier (1968); 
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1846-1946 (1946); and the Cedar Rapids Gazette, Cedar 
Rapids Republican, and Cedar Valley Times. The fully 
annotated manuscript is in the production files in the 
State Historical Society (Iowa City).
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by Evan R. Firestone
A S CHARLES ATHERTON CUM-MING looked around toward the end of his life (he died in 1932), it must have seemed to him that the art world 
was hopelessly debased. Modern art was 
clearly gaining ground, and advancing into his 
native Midwest. American Scene painters as 
well as traditionalists such as Gumming 
resisted these incursions. But by the 1940s 
modern art had established a strong foothold 
and had won a sizable audience — in Iowa as 
across the nation.
Charles Atherton Cumming is best known 
for h is portraits of prominent Iowans and as an 
art educator. Iowa’s acknowledged “dean’’ of 
painters, he definitely was an artist of the old 
school. On two occasions, in 1885 and 1889, he 
had studied in Paris at the Academie Julien, 
where his teachers included the noted French 
academicians Gustave Boulanger, Benjamin 
Constant, and Jules Lefebvre. Although he 
later practiced a restrained impressionism 
when painting landscape subjects, for the most 
part Cumming retained a thoroughly academic 
perspective on art and teaching throughout his 
lifetime.
In 1895 thirty -seven-year-old Cumming 
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assumed the directorship of the Des Moines 
Academy of Art, which was renamed the Cum­
ming School of Art five years later. The school 
was conducted in the centuries-old academic 
tradition. Students began by drawing from 
casts, moved on to still life, and finally were 
permitted to draw and paint from the live 
model. Students generally worked from casts 
and still life set-ups for a year each before they
Charles Atherton Cumming in his studio at Cornell Col­
lege in Vlt. Vernon, 1894. Acknowledged as the dean 
of Iowa painters, Cumming was the most important fig­
ure in Iowa art circles during the first quarter of this 
century. He directed the Cumming School of Art and 
founded the University of Iowa’s art department.
4
* * &  •' U J
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were considered proficient enough to tackle 
die human figure. The school prospered, and 
into the 1930s a 1 arge segment of the Iowa art
community subscribed to his conservativet *
position. Not only did the Gumming forces rail 
against the new abstractionists, but they also 
were not sympathetic to American Scene 
painters, who, although representational, 
were considered “moderns’ because they con- 
cerned themselves with contemporary life.fwmI X r
his factionalism, however, was not unusual.
\  7 .
vigorous disagreement between conser­
vatives, American Scenists, and abstractionists 
existed throughout the United States in the
1930s.
N 1928 Cumming published a pamphlet in 
Des Moines titled Democracy and The 
White Man s Art. In it he advocated an art 
“based upon a certain concept of visible 
reality as manifest in natural laws of form, light 
and shade, color, atmosphere, and perspec­
tive; its purpose being to truthfully record visi­
ble reality. As would be expected, Cumming 
not only condemned avant-garde develop­
ments in art, which he called “modernistic jazz 
painting, but he also rejected stylized 
approaches in imagery, which although “dia­
gram matically may very closely resemble the 
forms of nature, nevertheless are not the 
product of scrupulous observation. The work of
•
% ■
-V V V  c
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Cumming (standing, left) critiques the work of University of Iowa art students painting a live model. Founded and 
directed by Cumming, the art department continued to grow throughout the 1920s.
Grant Wood, with its emphasis on surface pat­
tern and conventionalized form, certainly was 
subject to Cumming s criticism, although these 
traits emerged most emphatically in Wood s 
paintings of the 1930s.
Although Cumming will be remembered for 
many contributions to the development of art 
in Iowa, unfortunately some of his views dis-
* j
credit him. His attack on any art other than
✓
academic was not simply on stylistic grounds; it 
was racist and possibly fascist. His pamphlet 
could have been published in Germany in the 
same period. Cumming maintained that 
“throughout the world the abstract representa­
tion of primitive races is being foisted upon us
bv the art dealers association under the name of
*
‘modernistic’. . . . [There is] a prevalence of 
abstract mindedness which is the characteristic 
of all colored and primitive races.
He went on to invoke Aryan superiority: “A 
portion of the white race, probably the Nordic 
branch of the Aryan race has . . . developed 
the art of realistic representation. The art first 
appeared in Greece about the time of Pericles. 
A thousand years or more later we find evi­
dences of it in Spain, Italy, and the capitals of 
Europe. W herever it appeared seems to have 
been in the white race under the encourage­
ment of Nordic nobility and the cultured
classes. The new art continued to develop in 
these capitals of highest culture until the white 
race mixed its blood with primitive peoples or 
till the government fell into the hands of 
democracy. . . .  I doubt if democracy will ever
✓  j
be able to continue the white man’s art because 
it was born and maintained only during periods 
of the Nordic white man’s highest culture.” 
The influences of Japanese, Oceanic, and 
African art on vanguard European artists were 
the racial basis for Cumming s objections to 
“modernistic art. He wrote a second tract 
sometime after 1928 titled A Defense of The 
White Man s Art that reiterated and elaborated 
on his fuzzy aesthetic theories and warped view 
of cultural history.
THE THREAT of modernist art in Iowa, felt so keenly by Cumming in the 1920s, was more imagined than actual. Yet instances here and there anticipated later developments. In Des Moines, Carl Weeks, 
the self-made cosmetics millionaire who at the 
time was constructing Salisbury House, 
acquired three paintings from modern artist 
Joseph Stella in the mid-1920s. Soon after 
meeting Stella in New York in 1925, he pur-
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chased The Tree of My Life (1919) and The 
Birth of Venus (1922), and commissioned 
Apotheosis of the Rose (1926). Although Stella 
was one of the earliest American modernists to 
absorb tbe lessons of Cubism and Futurism, 
the organic nature paintings Weeks acquired 
reveal a more personal and fantastic side of 
Stella s art.
More visible in Des Moines was the occa­
sional modernist work shown by the Des
r
Moines Association of Fine Arts, the forerun­
ner of the Des Moines Art Center. In 1928, for 
example, the association secured the Chicago
Art Institute s annual exhibition of American 
painting, which was described in The Des 
Moines Register as containing everything 
from the strictly academic to the neo-futur- 
istic. This “jazz art in the association’s exhibi­
tions literally invaded Charles Atherton
*
Cumming s personal territory. Since 1903 the 
Cumming School of Art had been located in the 
upper story of the Des Moines Public Library 
building, which also housed the offices and 
galleries of the Des Moines Association of Fine 
Arts. Cumming was outspoken about not only 
the modernist paintings the association exhib­
ited, but also the “unacademic” work it pur­
chased and hung in the library. When his
school was asked by the library in 1928 to
*  *
vacate quarters in the building to provide more 
space for library activities, Cumming charged 
that the real reason for the removal was his feud 
with the Des Moines Association of Fine 
Arts. At this time, in declining health, Cum- 
ming chose to live in San Diego, California 
(1926-1930), but his presence and influence 
were still very much felt in Iowa. Upon his 
return to Iowa in 1930, although weak and 
within two years of death, Cumming continued 
to aggressively wage the battle against the 
forces of modernism.
Despite Cumming s disapproval of various 
artistic activities in the library, for the most 
part the exhibitions and visiting speakers were 
ln the mainstream, as reported in the 
Des Moines Register. Charles Webster Haw­
thorne, then well known as a portrait and genre 
painter, and founder of the Cape Cod School of 
Art, told a meeting of the Des Moines Associa­
tion of Fine Arts in 1930 that “cubism . . . will 
be forgotten in twenty-five years. . . . There
are no means of following the gyrations of the 
various fads and gaining final cognizance of 
them.” A month later, Leon Kroll, another 
celebrated American painter of that era, was in 
Des Moines for an exhibition of his paintings at 
the library. He echoed the same sentiments:
“The old tradition of painting recognizable 
things must be followed if the artist wants to get 
the utmost vitality in his work. . . .  It is hard 
for people to understand that art is not a matter 
of fads and style.” In the following year, an 
Iowa Art Guild exhibition held in the libraryJ
was said to demonstrate "the failure to bow to 
futurism and the inclination to mirror nature 
truly rather than to become trapped in the 
transient modes of modernism. The conser­
vative tenor of the Iowa Art Guild’s exhibition 
was not surprising. Cumming had founded the 
organization in 1914, and the guild was respon­
sible for managing his school from 1927 to
1931.
ONE OF THE MORE interestingappearances of modernist art in Iowa occurred later in the decade with the visit to Des Moines of New York art dealer Daizell Hatfield in 1938. 
Hatfield set up shop for one week in the Hotel 
Fort Des Moines with a group of paintings that 
included works by Gauguin, Vlaminck, Raoul 
Dufy, and Picasso. Hatfield, however, proba­
bly did not expect to do much trade with this 
artwork. His real purpose for coming to Des 
Moines was to show ten oil paintings and seven 
watercolors by Russell Cowles, a hometown 
artist then living in Santa Fe. Paintings by 
Cowles were concurrently on exhibit in the 
gallery of the Des Moines Fine Arts Associa­
tion (the organization’s name had been 
changed slightly), then located at 610 Vi Wal­
nut Street. His paintings represented the 
American Scene genre.
American Scene painting, which dominated 
American art in the 1930s, generally is under­
stood in terms of two major tendencies, Social 
Realism and Regionalism, although distinc­
tions between them frequently become 
blurred. Social Realism primarily reflected an 
urban sensibility conditioned by the hardships 

















Grant Wood, circa 1940. Following his great success 
with American Gothic in 1930, Wood became a national 
figure. In 1934 lie was named director of the federally 
sponsored Public Works of Art Project in Iowa, and was 
appointed to the art faculty at the University of Iowa, 
where he spent eight controversial years.
was midwestern and agrarian in outlook. 
Although Iowa had proponents in both camps, 
the art of the state was largely identified with 
Regionalism because of the presence of Grant 
Wood, who came into national prominence 
with the success of American Gothic at the Art 
Institute of Chicago in 1930. Whether Social 
Realist or Regionalist, American Scene paint­
ers were staunchly opposed to what they con­
sidered to be the decadent manifestations of 
European modernism. Only in this one respect 
were they aligned with Cumming and other 
academic artists. In Iowa in the 1930s, Ameri­
can Scenists and artistic conservatives spent a 
great deal of time battling each other.
The conflict between American Scenists — 
who were, confusingly, labeled “moderns’ — 
and conservatives is illustrated bv an incident
involving Grant Wood. In 1934 Wood had 
been named director of the federally sponsored 
Public Works of Art Project (PWAP) in Iowa. 
Working for Wood were both “moderns’ and 
more academically inclined artists, as was the 
case with the PWAP project in neighboring 
Nebraska. A Des Moines Register article of 
February 4, 1934, describes the solution to this
problem for both projects: “The clash between 
followers of the modernistic stvle of art in Iowa
and the more conservative school in Nebraska 
apparently was settled Saturday after several 
exchanges of artists engaged in civil works 
administration work had been made between 
the two states. The Register continued, 
“Thomas R. Kimball, conservative Nebraska 
administrator of art, had received several con­
servative artists from Grant Wood, Iowa 
administrator, in exchange for a number of 
moderns who wanted to depict such scenes as 
Herbert Hoover in a modernistic pose repre­
sentative of the 1928-29 period.’ The extent of 
the conflict becomes clear when one realizes 
that the depiction of figures in contemporary 
dress was anathema to some academic artists.
I N ADDITION to controversy over public mural projects, which persisted through the 1930s, the battle between “moderns and conservatives was waged over the annual art exhibition at the Iowa State Fair. Selection of 
the judge was the crucial issue for both sides. 
This “battle of the ballots’ bv Iowa artists to 
select the 1935 judge created, according to the 
Register, a “mildly cyclonic atmosphere in 
Iowa art circles between modernists and con­
servatives “divided over the choice.” Dewev
✓
Albinson of Minneapolis, described as a 
“highly modern painter,’ was narrowly 
defeated.
In the next year’s exhibition, however,
✓
Arnold Pyle, described in the Register as “a 
young modernist who said he was ‘only a farm 
boy until he took up regionalism,” won the 
sweepstakes prize (best in show) for a land­
scape. Dewey Albinson was selected to serve 
as judge in 1937, and “moderns’ again natu­
rally fared well. Robert White won the sweep- 
stakes prize with a Social Realist picture titled 
Ages of Man that depicted “a number of poorly 
clad characters, workmen and impoverished 
women . . . burdened from toil [with] pain 
and tragedy . . . written on each face.”
From this point on, “moderns” — or as we 
would call them, American Scene painters — 
dominated the Iowa State Fair art salons. This 
was the case for one painter in particular,
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COLLECTION OF BARNEY A EBSWORTH
Joseph Stella, The Tree of My Life. Oil on canvas, 83 V2  x 75‘/2 inches, 1919. From the Collection of Barney A. Ebsworth. 
One of three paintings Carl Weeks purchased for Salisbury House in the mid-1920s from Stella. The Tree of My Life, 
which is filled with personal symbolism and allegory, anticipates the development of surrealism in the next decade. 
Salisbury House and its contents were acquired in 1953 by the Iowa State Education Association. In order to raise funds, 
in December 1986 the painting was sent to Christie’s in New York, where it was sold in auction to Hirschl and Adler 
Gallery for $2,200,000. Subsequently, The Tree of My Life w as acquired by Barney A. Ebsworth of St. Louis.
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Daniel Rhodes of Fort Dodge, Iowa, who later 
became known as a leading American ceramic 
artist and educator. In 1938, 1939, and 1940, 
he was awarded the sweepstakes prizes for 
paintings of laborers. It was customary to allow 
the sweepstakes winner to exhibit all the pic­
tures submitted, but one painting Rhodes 
entered in 1938 was rejected by judge Paul S. 
Harris, newly appointed director of the Des 
Moines Fine Arts Association. Rhodes 
described his abstract painting to the Des 
Moines Register: I painted the abstraction on a 
board which I found in the agricultural build­
ing. Some painters had set their buckets on it 
and used it to wipe their brushes. There was a 
good accidental composition, so I touched it 
up, and entered it — not as a joke but as a 
serious study in design. In this instance, an 
American Scene painter truly was a modernist. 
Rhodes’s incorporation and reworking of acci­
dental effects had been employed by the Euro­
pean surrealists, and anticipated an approach 
used by American abstract expressionists in the
1940s.
A number of other so-called Iowa “moderns’ 
occasionally experimented with more radical 
forms of painting. In 1935 a group of sixteen 
young “modernists’ established an exhibiting 
society they called Iowa Cooperative Painters. 
The group largely comprised painters who 
worked on the Iowa State College library 
murals under Grant Wood. As one might 
expect, much of their work was modern only in 
relation to the academic art of the Cumming 
forces. Yet when the cooperative exhibited 
their work the next year at the Blanden Memo­
rial Art Gallery in Fort Dodge, Daniel Rhodes 
observed in his hometown newspaper that “if 
any general conclusion can be drawn from so 
varied a show, it is that modern tendencies are 
very much alive in Iowa painting, and that 
younger painters are not following slavishly the 
style of Grant Wood or any other of our more 
important painters.’ Rhodes referred to “a 
number of pictures which reflect directly the 
tendencies of extreme European modernism.’ 
In particular he cited a painting by Harry 
Jones, “which is probably a representation of a 
small building but which appears to the critical 
eye to be six spots of red and blue.’ Rhodes 
acknowledged that such studies by Jones, who
had won an award in the 1935 Iowa State Fair 
art salon, hold “little interest to any except 
fellow artists,’ but “are very stimulating and 
are seen all too seldom.
FORT DODGE may have been the most favorable place in Iowa to show work such as Jones’s in the 1930s. Nourished by wealth and education, a climate sym­pathetic to advanced ideas had developed in
that city. From the late nineteenth centurv,
✓ / 7
Fort Dodge was a wealthy town. Brick and tile 
companies, and gypsum mines and mills fueled 
the economy of this major railroad, retailing, 
and wholesaling hub in central Iowa. With 
prosperity, a variety of other enterprises also 
flourished. At one time Quaker Oats had a 
plant there. The wealthy families of Fort 
Dodge for the most part were cosmopolitan in 
their outlook and well traveled. Often, their 
children were sent east to studv. In such an
y
environment, attention inevitablv turned to
7 y
art.
In 1923, a Fort Dodge chapter of the Ameri­
can Federation of Arts was organized with 
eighty members. By 1926 one of its leaders, 
Lida Pittman, advocated the establishment of a 
gallery. “What finer advertisement could Fort 
Dodge have, what greater appeal to people of 
culture and refinement, what could do more 
for the welfare of Fort Dodge? A gallery would 
not only be a storehouse of art treasures, ” she 
told the Fort Dodge Messenger and Chronicle, 
“but, in this age of materialism, its beneficent 
influence would prove a blessing beyond 
words.’ The goal was realized in 1930 with a 
gift of funds from Charles G. Blanden, a former 
Fort Dodge resident who lived in San Diego, 
to erect a gallery in memory of his wife, Eliz­
abeth Mills Blanden.
The taste for “modernistic” art in Fort 
Dodge was not unanimous, of course, but a 
number of its proponents in the 1930s can be 
identified, including the young Daniel 
Rhodes, Jennie B. Smeltzer, Ella Wasem, and 
F. L. Knowles. In a March 1931 talk to the local 
chapter of the American Federation of Art 
(which had become the Blanden Memorial Art 
Gallery’s support organization), Knowles, an 
orthopedic surgeon, told his audience, “Mod-
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COURTESY BLANDEN MEMORIAL ART MUSEUM
Max Beckmann, Flower Cart in Nice. Oil on canvas, 47lA 
x 39Vh inches, 1947. Blanden Memorial Art Museum, 
hort Dodge, Iowa. Gift of Ann Smeltzer, 1952. Beck­
mann, one of the most important of the German 
expressionists, emigrated to the United States following 
World War II. The first Beckmann work to find a home 
in Iowa is Carnival, a triptych purchased hy the Univer- 
sity of Iowa in 1946.______________________________
ernistic art is the idealistic rather than the real­
istic showing the abstract rather than the full 
and detailed characteristics. It is the reproduc­
tion in oil or stone . . .  of the subject ap­
proaching in many respects its fundamental 
design. It approaches a subject with blunt 
directions and suggests rather than portrays, 
sacrificing truth for suggestion and often leaves 
the interpretation of the suggestion to the 
observer. ” In this rather astute analysis of mod- 
ern art, reported in the Messenger and Chroni­
cle, Knowles observed that its sources in this 
country “might go back to the American Inca 
and Aztec Indians. This was just the kind of 
comment that would have provoked Charles 
Atherton Cumming into a diatribe on white 
mans art.
Jennie B. Smeltzer, whose mother gave the 
land on which the Blanden was built, also 
spoke to the art federation in September 1932 
on the relationship between modern art and 
music. Using the examples of Ravel and
Debussy, Smeltzer emphasized that in their 
compositions modern artists use “planes of 
color not unlike those in which modern musi­
cians work in tones.” Her comparison — 
voiced in an Iowa town in the 1930s — was one 
that frequently had been made in the most 
sophisticated intellectual and artistic circles 
internationally.
Daniel Rhodes was just one of a number of 
young people from Fort Dodge who were 
encouraged to formally study art because of the 
positive atmosphere in their community. Oth­
ers included Thomas Savage, Duane Wood, 
Richard Cervene, Ann Smeltzer, and Robert 
Brady. Brady, who as a high school student 
attended summer programs at the Art Institute 
of Chicago, studied at the University of Iowa in 
1946/47 and then went on to the Tyler School of 
Art at Temple University in Philadelphia. 
There he met the great art collector Albert C. 
Barnes. Brady also studied at the Barnes Foun­
dation school, sponsored by Barnes to foster 
appreciation of modern art. Through Brady 
and his friend Ann Smeltzer, Barnes learned of 
the Blanden Memorial Art Gallery and was 
persuaded in 1951 to donate nine works to the 
museum, including paintings by modernists 
Louis Marcoussis and Alfred Maurer.
A few years earlier, in 1948, Ann Smeltzer, 
the daughter of Jennie B. and C. B. Smeltzer, 
made her first gift to the Blanden, an oil paint­
ing by cubist Lyonel Feininger titled Church 
at Morning (1946). During the late 1940s and 
earlv 50s, Smeltzer lived brieflv in Paris andS '  s
spent time in New York City, where she stud­
ied painting with the famed modernist teacher 
Hans Hofmann. Her enthusiasm for art 
prompted a rash of philanthropy that greatly 
Denefitted the Blanden.
In the early 1950s, for instance, Smeltzer 
gave the Blanden works on paper by Chagall, 
Giacometti, Klee, and Gorky, and oil paintings 
by Beckmann, Miro, Hofmann, and Mother- 
well, among others. Three-dimensional pieces 
included sculpture by Marini, Calder, De 
Rivera, Lipchitz, Moore, and Noguchi, a 
Nigerian bronze, an Ivory Coast mask, a Mex­
ican Bulto figure, and a pre-Columbian Colima 
figure. Ella Wasem, an old family friend who 
was active in the art federation from the 1920s, 






































Jacques Lipchitz, Woman with Guitar. Bronze, 105/i6 x 
6 x 6  inches, circa 1927. Blanden Memorial Art 
Museum, Fort Dodge, Iowa. Gift of Ann Smeltzer, 1955. 
So far as known, this is a unique cast, making it a one-of- 
a-kind piece by this major twentieth-century sculptor.
dinskv and an oil by Prendergast in 1952.
Many of the nearly thirty works Ann
* *  *
Smeltzer donated were specifically acquired 
by her lor the Blanden in New York and 
Europe with the advice of Fort Dodge native 
Robert Brady. Smeltzer’s gifts virtually ceased 
after 1955, but by then the museum had a 
notable collection of modern art. In fact, when 
the Blanden exchanged exhibits with the Des 
Moines Art Center in 1954, art center director 
Dwight Kirsch commented, In many cases 
these paintings are more daring examples of
modern art than the Des Moines Art Center 
has yet been able to acquire/
NOTHER LOCALE that encour­
aged progressive thinking was Iowa 
Citv, where the University of Iowa 
emerged in the 1940s as an educa­
tional leader in support of modern art. In prior 
decades, however, no one could have antici­
pated a sympathetic atmosphere for modern­
ism. This is because, for all practical purposes, 
Charles Atherton Cumming was the founder of 
the university’s art program. Although the uni­
versity did offer a few history and appreciation 
courses before 1909, it was not until that year, 
when Cumming was invited to establish an art 
department, that a commitment was made to a 
serious studio program. Cumming struck a 
deal with the university whereby he would 
spend at least two days a week in Iowa City 
while continuing to direct his school in Des 
Moines.
The university ’s Department of Graphic and 
Plastic Arts, as it was soon called, prospered. A 
four-year curriculum leading to a bachelor’s 
degree in art was instituted, and by 1923, there 
were eleven art faculty members. All of them, 
hand-picked by Cumming, necessarily sub­
scribed to his academic views on art, and sev­
eral were his former students.
In declining health, Cumming was granted a 
leave in 1925 and resigned a year later. For the 
next ten vears, one of his faculty members,
✓  7 0
Catherine Macartney, directed the depart­
ment. Towards the end of her administration, 
Grant Wood, Iowa’s leading painter, was 
appointed to the faculty in 1934. He arrived in 
that den of conservatism as a ‘modern. ” In a 
few short years, as a new director took over, he 
was viewed as a reactionary.
Art historian Lester D. Longman was 
appointed head of the department in 1936. 
Longman, Princeton-educated, well-traveled 
in Europe, and previously affiliated with 
Columbia, Ohio State, and McMaster Univer­
sity in Canada, was not particularly sym­
pathetic to the Cumming group or to Grant 
Wood. Over the next several years, he brought 
faculty into the department who reflected his 
own progressive ideas. John Canaday, later the 


















































Lester D. Longman, 1938. Appointed head of the art 
department at the University of Iowa in 1936, Longman 
transformed the department from a bastion of conser­
vatism to a progressive force in American art education.
art critic for the New Yot'k Times, taught paint­
ing and etching in the 1938 summer session. H. 
W. Janson, the distinguished art historian, 
received his first teaching appointment at the 
University of Iowa for the 1938/39 academic 
year. Fletcher Martin, known for his vig­
orously expressive representational style, 
served on the studio faculty in 1940. Philip 
Guston, who came into national prominence as 
an abstract expressionist in the 1950s, taught in 
the department from 1941 to 1945.
Longman s gradual transformation of the 
department was accompanied by conflict that 
embroiled the university. For example, the 
hostility toward modernism was still so strong 
in 1939, that Janson, although soon reinstated, 
was fired in mid-semester by the dean of the 
College of Liberal Arts for taking his students 
to Chicago to see a Picasso exhibition.
Janson later maintained that Grant Wood 
had been involved in the incident. Whether 
the claim was true or not, Wood and Longman 
were clearly in a struggle for control of the 
department. Wallace Tomasini, the present- 
day director of the School of Art and Art His­
tory, believes that Longman’s opposition to 
Wood was chiefly pedagogical (W ood was con­
sidered an inflexible teacher who wanted stu­
dents to emulate him). Yet it is well known that 
Longman had low regard for W ood as an artist 
and felt Regionalism was insignificant. For his
part, Wood was opposed to an art historian 
running a studio program. He apparently 
wanted to chair the department or run a sepa­
rate studio program.
Alice Davis, a university art faculty member 
from 1929 to 1945, recalled the conflict 
between Longman and Wood: “Dr. Longman 
once called in most of the faculty one bv one to 
discuss their support for his chairmanship. The 
issue really came down to whose side faculty 
were on, his or Grant Wood’s. Dr. Longman 
had the perception that Grant Wood was trying 
to take over the department. There was a fear 
that Grant Wood would dictate the kind of 
work students could do. Grant Wood did have 
some friends in higher administration, and I 
had the feeling that the dean of the College of 
Liberal Arts, in which the art department was 
located, was being pressured to support him.” 
In the 1940/41 academic year, Wood took a 
leave of absence, principally to let the air clear 
and to give university administration time to 
solve the dispute. A compromise was reached 
whereby Wood was given a university title, 
and registration for his courses was handled 
outside of usual art department channels. The 
viability of this plan was never really tested, 
however, because Grant Wood died of cancer
in earlv 1942.
✓
THE WAR YEARS were a period of con­solidation for the progressive forces in the University of Iowa Art Department. The transformation to modernism wasunderscored bv the annual summer exhibitions
✓
of contemporary art organized by Lester Long­
man beginning in 1945. Of the 127 works 
included in the first show, the names of only a 
few artists need to be mentioned to partially 
convey something of the character of the exhi­
bition: Milton Avery, Stuart Davis, Max Ernst, 
Arshile Gorky, Fernand Leger, Roberto 
Matta, Irene Rice Pereira, Jackson Pollock, 
and Rufino Tamayo. In the foreword to the 
catalogue, Longman wrote: “The purpose of 
this exhibition is to present to University stu­
dents and to people in this part of the country a 
cross-section of progressive painting in the 
United States . . . the frontiers of experimen­
tation are shown as well as much discriminating
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work of less controversial character.
“Perhaps the most salient inference from the 
exhibition,” Longman continued, “is that our 
terminology in the discussion of modern art is 
rapidly becoming obsolete. Fewer paintings 
are pure surrealism, abstraction, expression­
ism, neo-romanticism, or socially-conscious
realism. Instead, many subtly fuse in new com-
* *
pounds the values sought by several of these 
movements. . . .
“We no longer feel it necessary to explain 
and justify Picasso, Matisse, Roualt and Beck­
mann,” Longman wrote. “We take them in our
stride, recognizing that the artistic discoveries 
of the European schools reflect a time-spirit 
more truly than a place.”
Succeeding summer exhibitions, accom­
panied by Longman’s insightful catalogue 
essays, provided Iowa with as comprehensive 
and up-to-date surveys of contemporary Amer­
ican and European art as could be found any­
where in the country. And, beginning with the 
1945 exhibition, works selected by Longman 
and invited jurors were purchased for the uni­
versity’s permanent collection.
Although it is arbitrary to make such a selec-
Jackson Pollock, Portrait ofli. M. Oil on canvas, 36 x 43 inches, 1945. University of Iowa Museum of Art. Gift of Peggy 
Guggenheim, 1947. Donated to the University of Iowa hv Pollock’s patron as a consequence of her friendship with 
Pester Longman. Known at this time to relatively few art cognoscenti, Jackson Pollock began to employ his soon-to- 













































Joan Miré, A Drop of Dew Falling from the Wing of a 
Bird Awakens Rosalie Asleep in the Shade of a Cobweb. 
Oil on basketweave fabric, 25% x 36Vs inches, 1939. 
University' of Iowa Museum of Art. Purchased in 1948 
from the Fourth Summer Exhibition organized by 
Lester Longman, one of a series of summer exhibitions 
that brought to the University of Iowa major surveys of 
contemporary art.
tion, of the many modern masterpieces in the 
University of Iowa Museum of Art, two might 
represent the university’s preeminence in aca­
demic support of contemporary art in the 
1940s. As a consequence of Longman s friend­
ship with Peggy Guggenheim, the renowned 
collector, dealer, and patron of modern art 
gave a number of paintings to the university, 
including Jackson Pollock s Portrait of H.M. in 
1947. The painting had been exhibited in the
university’s Third Summer Exhibition of Con-
*
temporary Art. From the Fourth Summer 
Exhibition, the university purchased Joan 
Mirés A Drop of Dew Falling from the Wing of 
a Bird Awakens Rosalie Asleep in the Shade of 
a Cobweb, painted in 1939. A number of Miré
enthusiasts consider this painting to be one of 
his finest works.
FOR THOSE UNFAMILIAR with Iowa and inclined to think of it only as a sparsely populated agricultural state,the artistic vitality that existed here in
✓
the 1930s and ‘40s may come as a surprise. In 
addition to livestock and farm machinery 
exhibits, there was some interesting art at the 
annual state fair that began to indicate a shift 
towards modern art — as did the work created 
or exhibited by the Iowa Cooperative Painters, 
Des Moines Association of Fine Arts, Blanden 
Memorial Art Gallery, and the University of 
Iowa Art Department. In the final analysis, the 
conflict between conservatives, American Sce- 
nists, and modernists was no sharper in Iowa 
than elsewhere. It was bitter every place. Out­
side our major American cities, however, it 
may have been more resonant in Iowa because 
of individuals like Charles Atherton Gumming, 



















































CONTRIBUTORSNOTE ON SOURCES 
FOR ‘ INCURSIONS OF MODERN ART 
IN THE REGIONALIST HEARTLAND”
For an account of C. A. Cumming s art and life, see Bess 
Ferguson (with Velma Wallace Rayness and Edna Patzig 
Gouwens), Charles At herí on Cummins: Iowa s Pioneer 
Artist-Educator (1972). I am indebted to Edna Patzig 
Gouwens of Ames, who made her copies of Democracy 
and The White Mans Art, A Defense of The White Man s 
Art, and other Cumming materials available to me, and to 
Alice Davis of Ames, who serv ed as intermediary in this 
arrangement.
Information on Carl Weeks and the three paintings by 
Joseph Stella he acquired for Salisbury House came from 
notes by Ellen B. Cutler (former curator of education at 
the Des Moines Art Center), which she made for the 
museum’s trustees when The Tree of My Life came up for 
consideration as an acquisition.
The pages of The Des Moines Register provide a fairly 
complete account of the exhibitions and lectures on art 
that occurred in Des Moines, as well as the artistic contro­
versies throughout the state that surrounded the Public 
Works of Art Project. The articles used in this study were 
located by Susan Mack, an Iowa State University student 
who served as my undergraduate research assistant fall 
semester 1987. For newspaper accounts of artistic 
activities in Fort Dodge in the 1920s and ’30s, a clipping 
file from the Fort Dodge Messenger and Chronicle has 
been maintained by the Blanden Memorial Art Museum 
(formerly the Blanden Memorial Art Gallery).
Alice Davis kindly supplied me with a variety of mate­
rials pertaining to the University of Iowa’s art department 
in the 1930s and 40s, including copies of the catalogues 
for the annual summer exhibitions of contemporary art, 
1945-1948. Wallace Tomasini aided my research by sup­
plying faculty lists from the academic catalogues, 
1936-1946. For an account of Grant Wood at the Univer­
sity of Iowa from 1934 to 1942, see Wanda M. Corn, 
Grant Wood: The Regionalist Vision (1983). Barbara 
Siebenschuh provided assistance locating photographs 
and information in the University of Iowa Archives.
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on the history of Iowa and the Midwest that may interes
general reading audience. Submissions that focus
visual material (photographs, maps, drawings) or
material culture are also invited. Originality and sigm
eance of the topic, as well as the quality of research a
writing, will determine acceptance for publication. Ma
uscripts should be typewritten, double-spaced, and 1»
low The Chicago Manual of Style (13th edition). Plea
send two copies. Standard length is within ten to twer
manuscript pages, but shorter or longer submissions vs
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Evan R. Firestone, an art historian specializing in twen­
tieth-century American art, is head of the Department of 
Art at the University of Georgia in Athens. From 1983 to 
1990 he chaired the Department of Art and Design at 
Iowa State University.
William M. Johnson is a museum curator at the State 
Historical Society of Iowa. His areas of expertise include 
natural history, transportation, and armament.
Susan Kuecker is a library’ assistant at the Iowa Masonic 
Library in Cedar Rapids. She volunteers for several Linn 
County historical groups.
TO OUR READERS________________
What do the arts tell us about Iowa and the experience of 
being an Iowan? In this issue, art historian Evan Fire­
stone considers the question in regard to modern art in 
the 1930s. We intend to ask that question more often in 
future Palimpsests. And, as we approach 1992, we’d like 
to draw attention to an important, upcoming event—the 
twenty-fifth anniversary of the Iowa Arts Council.
Like the State Historical Society of Iowa, the Iowa Arts 
Council is a division of the Department of Cultural 
Affairs. In 1992, the Arts Council will celebrate its 
twenty-fifth year of serving Iowans. To promote the prac­
tice and appreciation of excellence in the arts and to 
develop a climate in which they flourish, each year the 
Arts Council provides over a million dollars of state and 
federal grants, matched by local money, to carry out this 
mission.
To help celebrate this anniversary next year and to 
bring yet more facets of Iowa’s history to our readers, The 
Palimpsest invites manuscript queries and submissions on 
the history of the arts in Iowa. (See guidelines on this 
page.) Help us explore the role of the arts in Iowa his­
tory'.—The Editor
This 1903 Cadillac runabout was temporarily brought 
out to be photographed in the atrium of the State Histor­
ical Building in Des Moines. Its story is told in this 
Palimpsest. Artifact research exemplified by this article 
is crucial to developing exhibits that educate as well as 
entertain. Although the Cadillac is not currently on dis­
play, we invite you to come visit our building. Explore 
our exhibits and use our research library, archives, and 
historic preservation services.
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